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My Darling Sweetheart,

Just a few lines to let you
know that I love you also that I am well. We are still here in camp
new rumors are that we will be here until the 28 or 29. Then off to
Newport R. Island that is a state just north of New York City. In
other words much closer to home. I hope. We are to stay there at
least 3 weeks then (?) don’t know. I won’t be home until I leave
Newport, R.I. All this time we are here is called Boot-Training
until we break detention which we did yesterday (Sun) from then
until the 29 is called marked time. We get our training but it
doesn’t count. … I haven’t received any mail from you
[today]… I didn’t get the gift
package yet either … To-day Peter and Eugenia my niece & nephew
sent me a package of 20 razor-blades. I also received a Christmas
card from one of my aunts …

[next day]

… I got your beautiful box
of gifts. Why did you do that darling? The pipe is beautiful so
good I hate to smoke it down here. … I brought a steak from the
kitchen this noon. I am cooking it over the stove in the tent.
There are 4 others of the same tent here eating sardines, steak,
cookies, crackers, cheese & fruit cake & milk. (A party)
wish you were here ….

… Please try and be happy
for me as I am trying my best. Up till now I have held up pretty
well. All of my sorrows are kept in my heart. I haven’t showed the
boys that I am a baby. …God Bless You & Take Care of my little
sweetheart wife of mine. The little Potato Bride that I love so
much …

Your Indian Chief. (Hug)

—Frank Calcagno S.C. 3/c,
Co D Platoon 3 Batt 53 N.C.T.C.,

Camp Bradford, Norfolk, Virginia [Dec. 21,
1942]

 


 


CHAPTER 1
-- AN UNEXPECTED ROAD TO DISCOVERY

 


You are about to read a story of two–hundred
thousand years and twenty million steps. It is about two very
special people: Frank and Josephine Ann (Caccamise) Calcagno. It is
a story of love, of hope, of sadness, but mostly of joy. It is not
unlike most any other story from any other household, except this
one is about my mom and dad.

They say it is hard to appreciate something
until you no longer possess it. I learned that lesson the hard
way.

 


* * *


Let’s get something straight right
from the beginning. It’s pronounced Kăl-kāg-nō in the hard American way, as opposed
to the softer Italian way.

And yes, it’s Italian. According
to The Calcagno Name in History
(1, page 12)—and from what I heard growing up—it means “heel”
from the medieval Latin calcaneum. Some say our name is derived from the
heel of the baker’s loaf, which would be appropriate—as you shall
soon learn. Others, like the Historical Research Center (2) say it
signifies ‘to kick, particularly with the heel, or to pester.’ The
HRC goes on to say ‘it would originally have indicated one who was
of a persistent or irksome temperament.’ That irks me, and I would
refute that vehemently.

When people ask, “Calcagno, what is
that?” my immediate reaction is, You’ve got
to be kidding, but then go on to say, “It’s American,”
because that’s what I happen to be, and what my siblings, mom and
dad are. We spoke unbroken English at home. We celebrated the
Fourth of July with sparklers like all other Americans, we traveled
around in a massively built Pontiac, and my mom shopped for her
family at Montgomery Wards and Sears. We licked Green Stamps until
our lips were sealed tighter than a Mason jar to earn all that free
loyalty merchandise. To me, Italy was some exotic place on the
opposite side of the globe, or a convenient excuse for one or two
strange great-aunts who would embarrass me at family get-togethers.
I was so un-Italian that for the longest time I thought “chow” was
how the Italians spelled goodbye.

But occasionally, life at home would slip
back to the Old Country. Once in a blue moon, my dad would shout
“Minga,” or something sounding suspiciously like that. When mom was
caught off-guard, she’d shout “Me!” I figured that was Italian too.
The food definitely was. Somewhere in my subconscious, I wondered
if my classmate’s families scoured the countryside as did we,
looking for dandelion greens for their salads. I still recall the
perfection of rigatoni on a plate with rich, thick meat sauce. I
thought it was normal to have whole pork chops, bones and all,
swimming in the sauce; whole hardboiled eggs, browned in sizzling
olive oil, added a pleasant white and yellow contrast to the
heavenly red blanket.

I enjoyed growing up, in my own sort
of self-made way. We were Americans living in the Dutch part of
Western New York, but Italian-Americans nonetheless. People loved
my family (more on that later), but I do recall being confused as a
youngster when I was refused entry into the local swimming pond
because of where I came from. I thought I
came from Pea-Vine Corner off Routes 33 and 237, but I guess I was
wrong.

Here are a few facts from
The Calcagno Name in History: There
were six Calcagno families in the U.S. in 1900. There were a
hundred thirty–three U.S. Calcagno draft registrants in World War I
(my grandfather was one). By 1920, the number of Calcagno
households grew to eighty–five (thirty–three percent owned a home
and sixty–one percent were literate). Fifty–two Calcagno’s signed
up for the U.S. in World War II (my dad among them). By the year
2000, there were six hundred eighty–five Calcagno households in the
U.S. (there were 15,308 other surnames in the U.S. heading a
greater number of homes). Most of my scattered tribe lives in the
states of New York and California.

My mom took this proud name upon
marriage, but originally her name was Caccamise
(Kă-kă-miss). That’s from
Sicily. According to The Caccamise Name in
History (3, page 12), it is a derivative of Caccamo,
used to distinguish one branch of the family from others. I think
they are being polite. What I heard growing up was that it referred
to a scatological activity done behind a church. Eh, whatever
….

What I do know is that Caccamise is a
lot rarer than Calcagno here in the U.S. Again, but this time
referring to The Caccamise Name in
History, there were three Caccamise families in the
U.S. by 1900 (one of which was headed by my great-grandfather).
There were nineteen U.S. Caccamise draft registrants in World War
I. By 1920, the number of Caccamise households grew to twenty–six
(sixty–eight percent owned a home and forty–five percent were
literate). Thirty–one with the name of Caccamise signed up for the
U.S. in World War II (some were my uncles), and by the year 2000
there were a hundred seventy–four Caccamise households in the U.S.
(there were 48,368 other surnames with more households here in the
U.S., Calcagno being one). As with the Calcagno name, most of their
scattered tribe also lives in New York and California.

My dad and mom each sprouted from one
of those Calcagno and Caccamise household branches. They grew up
like most kids from that era, with meager scraps of food covering
their plates and second-hand clothes covering their young but proud
backs. As kids, I doubt they had dreams of a better life. Life was
simply the way it was. They
grew up getting in trouble like other kids and paid the price by
suffering a stern scolding. They broke the rules when they could
get away with it—especially my devilish mom—but were deeply
religious all the same. Today, we’d call them little terrors, but back then they were just
youngsters looking for something to do in a non-material world.
They grew up during the Great Depression, survived while many other
children around them did not, and became true American heroes. At
least in my book ….

I loved pretending I was my strapping dad,
who led that wonderful, mysterious life in a “romantic” war. It was
a time he never talked about, but one I knew only from the scant
pieces of uniform, a few tarnished medals and patches, and the
fascinating war photos he brought back home, especially those of
topless Hawaiian hula girls. After my dad passed away, and the
ravages of time stole from my mother the ability to talk, I figured
I’d never know anything about what he did. The lives and
motivations of my stolid parents would be lost to wasted time and
the indifferences of a young son.

But something changed all that. When we
cleaned out their house when it was empty of all life, we found
something better than old photos. We found a couple hundred old
letters between my mom and dad, over eighty from dad and over one
hundred–forty from mom, written during the war years. They were
perfectly preserved because they were recorded on photo paper; but,
as we found out later, they were also the originals. They were the
very ones my heroic father carried from the sands of Morocco,
through the hills of Italy, and carried through his memories into
the steaming jungles of Guam. I read them. And for the first time,
I saw my mom and dad as people like me. At times they were scared;
they were definitely alone, yet surrounded by friends or family;
they were hopeful; they feared for the future. They had pet names
for each other. Most of all, they were two young people in love,
but still trying to discover each other—like I, now, was also
trying to discover them.

That’s why I’m writing this heroic
story. No, my dad didn’t mow down nests of enemy machine-gunners in
the war. My mom didn’t rivet wings to airplanes; her name was
Josie, not Rosie. They were everyday
heroes. They were heroes by the way they lived and for what
they dreamed. Would most people call them heroes? Likely not, but
everyone is a hero if you look deeply enough. People go through
quite a lot in their lives. Their experiences mold them into who
they become. The life they lead makes them special. My mom and dad
went through a lot; so much so that I wonder if I could have
survived what they went through.

And—although as a child I didn’t know it at
the time—that’s why today I call them heroes.

 


 


 


 


CHAPTER 2
-- LIFE INTERRUPTED

 


Frank Calcagno married Josephine Ann
Caccamise in Batavia, New York on Saturday, September 26, 1942. The
ceremony began at 9:00AM, and placed them on a life-long journey of
unending love. For their honeymoon, they took a boat trip to
Detroit. A month later—to the
day—Dad heard the call and enlisted in
the U.S. Navy. My guess is that he had decided beforehand to serve
his country but they agreed to get married first. They likely
decided to give each other a month before he signed up.

Two days shy of their two-month
anniversary, dad entered the service at the age of
twenty–seven. The attack on Pearl Harbor,
on that sad day, was only a 352-day-old memory. The United States
found themselves in a vicious war against Japan, along the outer
fringes of the Pacific Ocean. By then, the battles of Guam, the
Philippines, Wake Island, Bataan, and the sea battles of the Coral
Sea, Midway, and Savo Island had been fought. The battle for
Guadalcanal was still at a bloody stalemate.

The Nazis, by now, were complete masters of
the European mainland, a beaten Vichy France had allied with
Germany, and the battle for control of the Atlantic was in full
swing. The German army was on a determined drive for Moscow,
melting lives on both sides at an alarming rate, and the Russians
were screaming for the Allies to open a Second Front to take
pressure off the Russian Front. Bowing to political pressure, and
just sixteen days prior to my dad entering the service, the United
States established their first toe-hold in the European Theater
with the Torch amphibious landings on the shores of French Morocco
and Algeria. These occurred on November 8th through the 11th of
1942. Up to that point, my dad had never before fought in anger,
nor likely fired a gun.

Had my dad ever previously considered
entering the armed forces? I rather doubt it. But the world was
engulfed in flames, and duty was calling him. So what was he going
to do? After considering his options, Dad was accepted into a brand
new military unit, a new-fangled
organization—created earlier that
year—called the Seabees. The name was a
derivative from the initials of its function, the Construction
Battalion (or “C-B’s”) of the United States Navy. It took them no
time at all to earn their motto of Can
Do, and they were also well known for their quote:
“The difficult task we accomplish right away, the impossible may
take a little longer.” (4, page 6).

Previous to writing this book, I knew
conceptually what the Seabees were, having worked side-by-side for
many years with the Army’s version of them, the U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers, but I needed to find out more about the organization my
father joined. I delved into the literature:

 


The construction battalion, the fundamental
unit of the Seabee organization, comprised four companies that
included the necessary construction skills for doing any job, plus
a headquarters company consisting of medical and dental
professionals and technicians, administrative personnel,
storekeepers, cooks, and similar specialists. The complement of a
standard battalion originally was set at 32 officers and 1,073 men,
but from time to time the complement varied in number. (5).

 


Since its creation, the U.S. Navy required
civil and mechanical engineers; who else would build the ports and
facilities the fledgling Navy would use? At first, civilian
contractors were utilized. By around 1867, those forces officially
became known as the Civil Engineer Corps (CEC). This system worked
well for a time, but the demands of a growing nation exceeded the
abilities (and sensitivities) of a civilian workforce placed in
harm’s way. So the highly skilled workforce needed for overseas
construction during times of war became a new military unit under
the direction of the Navy. The first construction units were
organized early in January 1942 from the U.S. construction force,
many obtained from whole construction companies.

Men were recruited for the Seabees in rates
up to and including chief petty officer with pay and allowances
from $50 to more than $200 a month, making them one of the highest
paid organizations in the service. This created some amount of
resentment from the “regular” Navy men who had to work many years
to obtain those rates.

Because of their required skills and
experience, the Seabees were the oldest men in the service. They
averaged about 31 years of age (five to ten years older than men
from the other services), and many of the officers were veterans of
the First World War. ‘The Seabees ... built their pride-of-outfit
on “Can Do”; on their ingenuity; on being the world’s finest war
builders; and on being “the goddamnedest, toughest road gang in
history.” Seabees (were) the men amongst the boys. Marines
only capture territory; it’s
the Seabees who improve
territory.’ (6, page 85).

Camp Allen, near Norfolk, Virginia, was put
in commission on March 13, 1942 when 2,000 men arrived there for
training. Camp Bradford (opened two months later) was ten miles
from Camp Allen, with the two operating as one training center.
Camp Endicott, Rhode Island, with a capacity of 11,000 men, was
commissioned on August 11, 1942.

Dad left small-town Western New York,
and a teary-eyed bride, for Camp Bradford on November 25, 1942, on
the day before Thanksgiving. It was there that he received his boot
training until around December 28 (the 53rd Naval
Construction Battalion, or NCB, to which he was assigned for
training, was activated there on December 22). At
camp, Dad learned such things as combat formations, combat signals,
fire control, combat orders, first aid, use of various weapons, and
military courtesy. After boot camp, the men were assigned to
construction battalions for their advanced training. After this
advanced training, battalions would be ordered to an advanced base
depot, such as Port Hueneme, California, or Davisville, Rhode
Island, to await transportation overseas.

Dad spent Christmas alone at Camp
Bradford instead of with his bride of only three months. From
there, he had hoped to meet up with Jo for a brief reunion, but
that was not meant to be. It would be over six hundred
days before they would see each other again. He was
transferred directly to Camp Endicott, Rhode Island and kept busy
at the advanced base depot until February 7, 1943 when he boarded a
troop transport ship in the port of New York and to a destination
unknown.

 


 


 


 


CHAPTER 3 -- IN THE FOOTSTEPS OF MY
PARENTS (FROM THERE AND BACK AGAIN)

 


Y-Chromosome Haplogroup E-L677 (of
V22)/mtDNA Haplogroup K1a -- My Roots

 


My siblings and I participated in the
National Geographic’s Genographic
Project, headed by Dr. Spencer Wells. (7). We took
swabs of our cheek cells to test our paternal and maternal DNA. We
knew who our parents were; that was not the point of the exercise.
Rather, we were curious as to where
our family came from. By
analyzing our DNA, the story of our ancestors is forever recorded
in our family book. With two samples, we could discover the
unbroken path of the mothers of my mother (the mtDNA from a male or
female offspring) and the unbroken march of the fathers of my
father (the Y-Chromosome from a male offspring). You see, the human
genome mutates at certain sites throughout time, and these “copy
errors” are retained as evidence of where we’ve been. The
information in the next two sections of this story comes from that
study and I must assume credit for any errors made herein. I am
indebted to Dr. Wells and the National Geographic for coming up
with this idea. (If the project is still around at the time you are
reading this—currently version “Geno 2.0”—you should try
it.)

 


 


My mother’s maternal line (tracing the
unbroken path of mitochondrial DNA)

 


It is commonly believed that
Homo sapiens evolved in Africa around
200,000 years ago. All people alive on the planet today can trace
their maternal lineage back to an East African woman who lived
between 150,000 and 170,000 years ago. She was not the first female
human. For reasons related to simple survival, all the other
lineages of people before her went extinct, but this female
survivor—who lived 30,000 years after we first evolved—is as far
back as we can all trace our line, genetically speaking. My sister,
brother, and I are not special sharing in this ancient ancestor; it
is not like finding an ancestor from the Mayflower; every single person reading these
words today shares this ancestor in common, no matter where you are
from or the color of your skin.

No one knows why our first mother’s line
survived, but at least one line had to survive or else we wouldn’t
be here today, right?

So what did the actual mothers of my mother do, and where did
they live throughout all of human time? The DNA from me and my
siblings can tell us that. The oldest branches of the human family
tree (on the female side) are referred to as L0 and L1. They
coexisted in East Africa for a few thousand years, and through a
signpost mutation L1 begat L2, who is shared with my mother’s
maternal line. This group, or tribe if you will, left
“Mitochondrial Eve’s” birth site in East Africa around 150,000
years ago and traveled toward West Africa. They lived in that area
for a long time. My mom’s next signpost female ancestor (L3) was
born around 80,000 years ago, as defined by the L3 haplogroup
mutation. They were the first modern humans to leave Africa, likely
escaping a fluctuating climate of African drought. As the European
Ice Age began to melt, around 50,000 years ago, the Sahara became
more habitable and the nomadic ancestors followed the good
weather.

L3 begat two groups, M and N. Group M was
the first of these groups, and likely crossed the Horn of Africa
near Ethiopia. Many of their descendants followed on to Australia
and Polynesia. The second wave of L3 individuals moved north across
the Sinai Peninsula and eventually formed Group N, my mother’s next
branch. They lived in the eastern Mediterranean region and western
Asia, possibly coexisting with the European Neandertals and another
group of hominids called the Denisovans from Siberia. (Today, I
carry 1.8% Neanderthal and 3.3% Denisovan DNA in my body—learned
from Geno2.0 results—attesting to this fact.) Haplogroup N spawned
many sublineages throughout Asia, Europe, India, and the
Americas.

After several thousand years in the Near
East, mom’s ancestors (now mutated to Group R) spread throughout
the surrounding areas. Some moved back to Africa; others went west
across Anatolia and north across the Caucasus Mountains. Others
headed into the Middle East and Central Asia. Groups N and R
coexisted and traveled together for many years, complicating the
migratory pathways. Mom’s R group headed north.

Genetically, we come to the end of
mom’s line with haplogroup K (K1a). She likely lived around 50,000
years ago and our family group has not mutated into a different
haplogroup since. When my family sent our samples in for testing,
we thought we’d see her line heading directly to Italy, but we were
wrong. The K “tribe” gave rise to several different subgroups. Some
headed north into Scandinavia, or south back to North Africa. Most
moved across the mountains into southern Russia and the steppes of
the Black Sea. As far as numbers go, it is likely my mom may have
been associated with the Ashkenazi Jews, mainly from the central
and eastern European lineages arising in the Rhine Basin. In more
recent times—well, by recent I
mean 1300 AD—the Ashkenazi population was estimated at
approximately 25,000 individuals. They increased to 8.5 million by
the turn of the twentieth century.

So, according to our deep ancestry, my mom
is not genetically Sicilian, but rather northeastern European, and
wandered southwest some time later. I suppose one could say she was
an immigrant long before that term came into vogue.

Maybe this explains the color of her hazel
eyes.

How the mothers of my mother reached Sicily
and took the chain of maiden names for the last two hundred years
of Ledda, and then of Vellardita, then of Casabene, through
Vaccaro, and Aiello, and finally into Bafumo—later changed to
Emasie—(who married into the male Caccamise line) is shrouded in
mystery, but all her recorded ancestors back to the late 1700s are
from the central and western parts of the Sicilian island.

 


 


My dad’s paternal line (tracing the unbroken
path of Y-chromosomes)

 


My dad was a rather abrupt and direct man.
He generally did not mess around. I guess he got that from his
ancestors.

As opposed to all our identified female-line
ancestors, the males who first lifted their knuckles off the ground
experienced a pretty difficult life. Perhaps many of them died off
killing game, or perhaps they were busy killing each other,
fighting over the females of the human tribe. Maternal DNA can be
traced back 170,000 years as we discovered above, but the oldest
Y-chromosome of record goes back only 140,000 years. That doesn’t
mean there weren’t any human men walking the Earth from 170,000 to
140,000 BC; otherwise, how could they have had babies? It simply
means that all the distinguishing mutation groups that lived that
far back died off during the initial struggles of humanity.

And I thought I’ve had a tough life!

My dad—and me as a result—reach back
roughly 75,000 years to M42 and then to the first common marker of
all non-African men, as defined by haplogroup M168. Like all men,
we began in Africa, near the ancestral lands of Mitochondrial Eve.
The northern ice was retreating and people were migrating into the
moist climates left behind. By then, “Mom” had mutated to L3 as her
tribe headed north as well. There were approximately 10,000
Homo sapiens at that time. We used
stone tools, there was evidence of art, and we were using advanced
conceptual skills. (I prefer to think it
was my dad’s dad who first sat on a rock with knuckles under chin,
pondering what was going on around him.) The man who
gave rise to me most likely lived near the Rift Valley somewhere
around 31,000 to 79,000 years ago (scientists conveniently say
“50,000” for a nice, round number). His descendants became the only
lineage to survive outside Africa, making him the common ancestor
of every non-African man living today.

The ancient M203 mutation occurred from the
M168 group around 50,000 years ago in the Sub-Saharan, one of three
distinct Y-chromosome branches of the human tree. Over time, this
lineage split into two distinct groups. One is found primarily in
Africa and the Mediterranean, defined by my marker, called M96.
(The other group—M174—headed off to Asia.) M96 emerged around
30,000 to 40,000 years ago in northeast Africa, but little is known
about its origins. My family then spent nearly 25,000 years
mutating through the slow-moving lineages defined as P147, then P2,
then P177, and then M215. Somehow, though, we reached the Middle
East.

Beginning about 40,000 years ago the climate
shifted again and became cooler and more arid. African grasslands
reverted to desert, and for the next 20,000 years the Sahara was
effectively closed. My fathers could either settle down in the
Middle East, or look to see what was over the horizon.

We now come to the Neolithic farmers
of M35.1, shared by my dad. They emerged around 20,000 years ago in
the Middle East. By this time, Mom’s R tribe was kicking dust
toward their far Eastern European homes and had left Dad’s people
behind. Also by this time, Homo
sapiens numbered in the hundreds of thousands, so it
doesn’t surprise me that my mom and dad lost touch with one
another.

I guess I can excuse them for the split.

The final marker in Dad’s line passes from
M35.1 through M78 (along the roads toward the Mediterranean) to the
V22 haplogroup who shared with the first farmers that helped spread
agriculture from the Middle East into the Mediterranean region. At
the end of the last ice age around 10,000 years ago, the climate
once again became more conducive to agriculture, which helped spur
the Neolithic Revolution, helping us go from hunter-gatherers to
settlers. The population boomed around 8,000 years ago from this
development.

I imagine my dad’s dads had a pretty good
time of it, working on the population and all.

The Genographic Project 2.0 places the end
of my dad’s genetic line near the Greek Islands, but that’s a
pretty broad point for the end of the line they drew on the map.
E-L677 (that’s me, my dad and my brother) is present across Europe
but is most common in 3 to 5 percent of Sicilians (possibly my
direct line?), 4 to 5 percent of Asturians, 2 to 3 percent of men
in Spain, 1 to 3 percent of those in mainland Italy (perhaps that’s
my direct male-line ancestors as defined by his surname?), and
about 1 percent of Macedonians and Greeks (genetically, it’s also
possible that could be me). It represents nearly 20 to 30 percent
of the Fur and Fulani male populations of Egypt, northern Sudan,
and Ethiopia.

So, I’m going to go out on my family-tree
limb to say my dad headed fairly directly from the African Rift
Valley to Greece or Southern Italy, messing around in the Middle
East just long enough to boost the population. Then, at some point,
his ancestors migrated to Sicily (in my mind’s eye, I’ll send him
to the Messina area of Sicily during the Peloponnesian times of
Ancient Greece—when the Greeks of Aristotle settled eastern
Sicily), to where his family has last been recorded in the Old
Country to at least the mid-1700s. Fate was bringing my mom and dad
closer together once again, but it took two additional twists of
fate to make that finally happen.

But fate—not liking things to be
easy—stepped in again hundreds of years later, and interrupted the
flow of Mom and Dad’s life. The troop ship he boarded at Camp
Endicott on February 7, 1943 was headed for North Africa; back to
the same continent where his ancestors had first begun their
journey so very long ago.

 


 


 


 


CHAPTER 4 -- THE POTATO BRIDE AND THE
INDIAN CHIEF - THE EARLY WAR YEARS

 


[Day 142 - for the remainder of this
book, this numerical entry represents the number of days my mom and
dad had been separated. All correspondences shown in
italics are from the original
letters. Throughout the story, notable events from the
Mediterranean war of WWII will provide context to the
letters.]

My Darling Sweetheart.

… I bet it is starting to
look beautiful back home. Spring and all the trees and flowers are
about to bloom. … I miss all of that for this year but will make up
for the next. It sure seems funny to spend the winter with such
little snow … I did receive that little sample of the baby blanket
you are making. I think it is very beautiful. … Did you get the
letter about the car if not you are right about it dear please
don’t let him take it as we will have a good time in it ourselves.
After all, it is ours isn’t it dear.

—Frank Calcagno S.C. 3/c,
120 US NCB, April 15, 1943 [Africa]

 


 


The first two months my mom and dad were
together as a married couple were very fruitful; they conceived a
child, due in late July. Even though my mischievous mother staged a
fake graduation picture with a full belly, I checked the math
several times; she was long out of school and recently-married
before her staged hanky-panky.

It took Dad nearly two weeks to cross an
ocean fraught with German wolfpacks. When they boarded the troop
transports, the men had no idea where they were headed, nor could
Mom have ever guessed where he would end up. I’m sure the rumors
onboard were running as high as the seas within the cramped spaces
allotted to the lowly enlisted men. As the days wore on, and they
tracked the motions of the sun, it became apparent they were
heading to the new front, the one recently opened by the
U.S.-British Torch Landings of November 8 through 11, 1942.

The Allies were not equipped—and the
inexperienced U.S. Army was not yet prepared—to confront the
powerful Nazi juggernaut in German-secured Europe. They would need
to invade the mighty Atlantic Wall eventually to break the back of
Germany, but first a dress rehearsal was necessary. The Italian
Fascists inadvertently set the stage for the Allied rehearsal. With
grand designs of old colonial dreams, Italy overran Northern Africa
all the way to Ethiopia in the mid 1930s. Hitler considered the
Italian designs of African colonization a distraction to his
overall goals, but once the bite was taken, Germany needed to help
their hapless allies or watch them choke on their greed. Reinforced
by the elite German desert army, the Germans and Italians battled
the beleaguered British back and forth across the desert sands of
the eastern Sahara beginning in 1940.

By 1942, Montgomery—and the British
Eighth Army—were busy pressuring Rommel’s vaunted
Deutsches Afrika Korps from the east
out of Alexandria in far-away Egypt. Vichy France, newly created as
a German puppet state, controlled southern France and portions of
western North Africa. The stage was then set for a combined U.S.
and British force to practice how a massive amphibious invasion of
the European Theater, albeit the Mediterranean, would work. They
would attack the weak Vichy French as much as liberators as
conquerors. The forces landed in three major waves, attacking
Casablanca in French Morocco, and Algiers and Oran in Algeria.
Algiers was taken by nightfall, but the French offered stiff
resistance at Oran. One force steaming for Casablanca lost over
fifty percent of its landing ships but managed to gain a
foothold.

Side Note: During the battle for
Casablanca, the French battleship Jean
Bart was in port. It was under construction in 1940 at
St. Nazaire, France and steamed to Morocco to avoid German capture.
She was still unfinished when she was turned over to the Vichy
government, yet even so she engaged the USS
Massachusetts and USS
Augusta on November 8 and 10 during the landings.
The Jean Bart was badly
damaged by the U.S. Navy, grounded at port, and later turned over
to the victorious U.S. Navy after the invasion. The Allies
attempted to retrofit her for their own use, but she never made it
out of the Moroccan port until after the war. (I mention this only because my dad came home with a black and
gold headband from the Jean Bart; a memento that
puzzled my pre-teen years until I learned to appreciate world
history.)

Back to the invasion: The proud French put
up a valiant fight, delaying the Allies just long enough for
massive German reinforcements to pour into the Tunisian port of
Tunis directly from Sicily.

Simultaneously, the invading British
First Army, the United States II Corps, and the Free French XIX
Corps pressed eastward against an entrenched German Fifth Panzer
Army, while the British Eighth Army pressed westward against
Panzerarmee Afrika and the First
Italian Army in a race between the western and eastern Allies for
the strategic port of Tunis. The Allies expected the African
Campaign to be swiftly concluded, ‘… the White House was told to
expect the occupation of Tunis and Bizerte in December …’ (9, page
160). But that was not to be.

While Army personnel from Britain and the
United States fought against the Axis forces in North Africa, three
Seabee battalions built the installations for the Navy. These
battalions were the 54th, led by Commander Wallace L. Rinehart; the
70th, led by Commander Arthur J. Benline; and the 120th, led by
Commander George A. Rezac. The 54th landed at Arzew, Algeria, with
the invasion convoy, while the 70th landed at Casablanca. The 120th
later moved into Arzew.

The U.S.-British campaign in North
Africa had been in progress for three months before my dad arrived.
The 120th NCB was formed
overseas in Casablanca on February 19, 1943. Personnel were
gathered from the second sections of the 47th and 53rd NCB. (10).
This became Dad’s new Seabee battalion. His rate was petty officer,
3rd class, as a Ship’s Cook (Commissary). By the time Dad landed,
Casablanca was secured and the fighting had moved on to the
mountainous Tunisian foothills. February 19 was also noteworthy in
that Allied defenses in Tunisia were facing strong resistance from
the Germans and Italians in the Kasserine Pass, forcing the U.S. II
Corps to fall back to avoid being totally routed. By this time, the
British Eighth Army had also reached the Libyan-Tunisian border in
the east, thus squeezing the German-Italian resistance into a
dense, but powerful, pocket surrounding Tunis. The Axis forces in
Africa had nowhere else to go, but to fight to the bitter end,
especially after Hitler stated that North Africa must be held at
all costs.

 


[Day 146]

My Darling Sweetheart

… The news as it looks from
here is very good. … I see by the paper that my name is in it. You
know the church record of all members who are in the service.
Thanks a lot dear for putting in my name. … How is Jr.? … I love
you dear sweet Potato Bride. Don’t worry OK.

—Frank Calcagno S.C. 3/c,
120 US NCB, April 19, 1943 [Africa]

 


 


By the end of February 1943, Allied
casualties in the Kasserine fighting rose to 10,000 while Axis
casualties reached 2,000. Rommel fought his last battle in Africa
at a place called Medenine on March 6, resulting in a rout of the
Germans, while coincidentally General George S. Patton took command
of the US II Army Corps. Ten days later, Patton’s II Corps was
making good progress. By the end of March, the combined weight of
Montgomery’s eastern British and Patton’s western Allies were
further pressuring the Axis forces from the west, east, and south
along a shrinking pocket surrounding Tunis. In early April, a
stalemate developed in Tunisia as both sides battled furiously. The
Allies were slowly advancing—often mired down by brutal rains—but
at a very high cost.

By the middle of April 1943, my dad had been
away from home for five months. Although many of his letters are
missing, he wrote home almost every single day. Nearly every letter
written by both Mom and Dad included the phrase, “May God and Mom
take care (or look after) you,” in reference to my mom’s dear
mother who had passed away and was carefully watching over her
family from above.

 


[Day 148]

My Darling Sweetheart

… Honey you mentioned that
when I come back home you will have our apartment ready for us.
Please dear will you wait until I am home before you start so that
we can do it together. Promise me my love. OK.

—Frank Calcagno S.C. 3/c,
120 US NCB, April 21, 1943 [Africa]

 


[Day 149]

My Darling Sweetheart

… Just finished work for
the day and boy am I tired. I think I will take a nap this
afternoon. … You haven’t given Ted the car I hope not as in my
letters to you. I think I explained enough about that. Darling if
you can get some v-mail blanks please use them as it only takes
from 10 to 15 days for me to get them. Then if you want to write a
larger letter you can send it by air mail ….

—Frank Calcagno S.C. 3/c,
120 US NCB, April 22, 1943 [Africa]

 


 


Dad was responding to two things in his
letter: a new invention called v-mail, and a letter he received
earlier from his sister, Esther:

 


My Dearest
[brother] Frank;

… You know they want us to
plant a victory garden this year. I wasn’t going to bother but
know [now] I think I will try
again. … There isn’t a day goes by that we don’t talk about you.
Also Frank Dear we say a pray[er] for you and all the boys that this war will be over very
soon. … I hear you are going to grow a beard. I bet you will look
Swell like a duke. … Joe said she don’t think she will like it. She
said maybe you needed razor blades. But we convince her you
didn’t.

You know that Ted quit the
Ideal it’s the best thing that could have happen. … It’s a long
story but you can understand. So let them run there own business
there own way. … Ted got a job at the Curtis in Buffalo in the
Cafeteria as a cook. He likes it very much the only trouble is he
has no way of getting to work at 6:30 … So this week he took a room
at a hotel in Buffalo. … Frank we would like to ask you a favor. …
Could Ted use your car for a couple of months until Ted gets on his
feet. … He will be responsible all the time. Also he can get new
tires ….

—Sister Esther. Be Brave
and Good, March 18, 1943 (Batavia, NY)

 


 


Ah, so that’s why Dad was so concerned; he
was worried about his car and if his sister’s husband would treat
it well. (Mom and Dad also discussed their concerns about “that red
head” driving it because Ted did not have a license at the
time.)

There always seemed to be a slowly simmering
competition between those two families even though they got along
well, probably because both dreamed of opening their own
restaurants. The last thing either wanted—I’m sure—was to work for
the other.

The other thing Dad was discussing was
v-mail, which stood for Victory Mail. Mom hated it. According to
the Smithsonian Institution’s Postal Museum website (11),
v-mail, or “victory mail” was adopted from the British
Airgraph Service on June 15, 1942. V-mail could be delivered by air
in as little as twelve days as opposed to up to a month for
delivery by ship. People on both sides of the Atlantic would obtain
a standard, pre-printed form with enough space for a letter of
about 100 to 300 words. Once the message was written, the form was
folded and sealed. It then made its way to a processing center
where it was
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