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“The war will fail to absorb our whole attention because it is a finite object, and therefore intrinsically unfitted to support the whole attention of a human soul.”

—C.S. Lewis, “Learning in War-Time,” sermon delivered in Oxford, England, 1939
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This collection of letters is dedicated to the descendants and near descendants of Turner Garwood Williams and Alexa McColl Carroll Williams. This includes my siblings, Sarah Williams McCormick and Douglas Carroll Williams and their spouses—who have known my parents almost as long as I have—James “Bo” H. McCormick III and Ellen Barney Williams. Turner died before he got to meet any of his grandchildren. This book is also dedicated to them, along with their children and perhaps one day their children’s children, all of whom I hope will come to know and love their remarkable ancestors.
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Alexa McColl Carroll in her college years





ABOUT THE COLLECTION

I had never entered the basement of my mother’s home until it was time to help her move out. She had lived on her own for twenty-five years after the love of her life died unexpectedly of a heart attack. This musty, dark room was only accessible from the back yard. The only purpose I knew for the basement was to store the croquet set that Mom eagerly pulled out for visits with her grandchildren.

Shelving slapped together by a prior owner took up most of the space in the basement. Among the unremarkable mishmash of forgotten and dusty belongings was a large cardboard box. When I opened it, I found hundreds of letters in their envelopes postmarked in the 1940s, mostly addressed to my mother Alexa Carroll from my father Turner Williams. They came from North Carolina State College (now University) and from the Army bases of Fort Bragg, North Carolina; Camp Wheeler, Georgia; and Camp Shelby, Mississippi. Others carried a postmark from New York, the entry point for mail from soldiers in Europe.

We resettled Mom. Then as she suffered the unkindness of strokes and dementia, my siblings and I resettled her again and again and again in very short order. Around the time when Mom transitioned to the memory care unit, my sons were teenagers and in need of a summer project (or at least I thought so). We pulled out this box of letters. It was their task to bring order by arranging the over four hundred letters by postmark date and creating an accompanying index. I then tasked David and Turner with transcribing a selection of their Granddad Turner’s letters, which was no small feat with his loopy cursive pressed small into V-mail. We turned it into a scrapbook that also included some of Dad’s drawings and photographs. It was a hit. Little time passed before Mom would refer to it as the book Turner made for her. It sat on her desk where visitors could pick it up and read Mom a letter or two.

That was the beginning of creating the story of Turner’s experiences in World War II through his own words. This book continues that effort. I have chosen excerpts from around 180 letters written from 1942 to 1946—almost half of the collection—that best move different themes forward: his relationship to Alexa; his role in the war; his day-to-day experiences with his platoon; and his unique observations and experiences that reflect his character and evolution. All the letter excerpts were written by Turner to Alexa. Occasionally, I include the salutation to show the deepening relationship between the two. I have chosen to provide a small number of letters in original form that represent different parts of Turner’s war experience. I hope this will give you the opportunity to experience the letters as Alexa would have: just imagine the thrill of finding one of these letters in your mailbox.

And what about the fate of the letters themselves? With considerable help of Gaby Hale and Kristen Stockdale, both graduate students in library science at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, we scanned, transcribed, and created an electronic version of the collection. I also found additional drawings, photographs, and artifacts that had been pocketed in different places, some among boxes stored with my brother, Doug. We made a second round of scanning and transcribing. Then, on May 13, 2025, my family and I met the staff of the Veterans History Project of the Library of Congress and contributed the full collection of letters, photographs, drawings, and artifacts. It is available to you. The unique identifier is 129106. You can search by this number or go directly to https://www.loc.gov/item/afc2001001.129106/#item-service_history. The collection is in the best home imaginable: it will be preserved with the diligent and skillful care of the Library of Congress archivists and accessible to researchers all over the world.

With the extensive collection carefully laid out on a table, I pulled out examples to tell a few of Dad’s stories to my family and the archivists. They laughed, smiled, and nodded appreciatively at what Dad had to say. After the meeting was over and people had mingled and perused the collection, I began putting the pieces back in their rightful place. Megan Harris, research specialist at the Library of Congress, came to my side and said, “we can do that for you. It is often hard for families to part with the collection.” I quickly replied that I would take care of it—which, indeed, I wanted to, so that I could make sure that all the artifacts were correctly reintegrated. It was only as I closed the boxes for the last time that I realized I had a large lump in my throat.





TECHNICAL NOTES ON LETTER TRANSCRIPTIONS

Working with handwritten letters creates its own challenges in transcription. Add that Turner’s letters were written sometimes in pencil or on whatever paper could be found in temporary quarters or with whatever light could be had. In these circumstances, even decent handwriting can become difficult to decipher. Turner also wrote lengthy letters that I cut short for the purpose of following certain stories. To address these issues, this book uses the following style guide.


	A “[image: image]” is used when Turner edited his letter to add a word or phrase.


	Brackets are used when the letter is not clearly legible: if the word cannot be deciphered at all, then “[illegible]” is used in place of the word; if a guess is made, it is followed with “[?]”. Brackets also are used to add a brief explanation for a term or to spell out a set of initials.


	Brackets are used for dates for a letter when Turner did not include the date in the letter, but it can be surmised by other information (postmark, inclusion of day of the week, inclusion of an event with a known date).


	Dates for letters are formatted consistently (regardless of how it appears on the letter) to provide the date first followed by additional information (e.g. day or time of day).


	Punctuation, spelling, and grammar in the letters are not corrected or adjusted to contemporary understanding; however, bracketed words are used if helpful for clarity. This reflects an assumption that in personal correspondence, writers may make errors—especially in mediums without automatic word correction or in times before online dictionaries (like writing a letter by a makeshift candle).


	Ellipses are sparingly used, since by design the passages are bringing together elements of a letter that often continue for many pages. (Turner sometimes wrote for several days with letters extending over ten pages.)
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Credit: University Archives Photograph Collection. Student Life Photographs, 1893–1997 (UA023.025), Special Collections Research Center at NC State University Libraries, Created date 10-07-1942.







INTRODUCTION

North Carolina State College would have felt different in the Fall of 1942. Sure, there were still football games with ticket holders figuring out what to wear based on whether they would be on the sunny or shady side of the stadium. As always, students would be scrambling to meet their professors’ deadlines and would be piling up laundry for their next trip home. But there was a war going on and the campus and students were a part of it. It was less than a year since Pearl Harbor and it wasn’t going well for the Allies. Students participated by holding scrap metal drives.

Students also could be understandably mistaken for military as they donned the costume of war, provided by the federal government. On the same day as the photo of the scrap metal drive, Turner, a junior at North Carolina State College, writes to his girlfriend, Alexa:


I got all of my new military uniforms except the coat last Saturday, and I do believe it is quite an improvement over the old one. Saluting is compulsory around here now, and I haven’t got my chevrons [stripes] yet, so the freshmen have been saluting me and I have to salute them back and also the seniors, so I catch it coming and going. It really is quite a job to go from class to class on drill days now with arms flying all over the place, your own included.



And with this, we are introduced to Turner. Do you get a sense of his humor? His lightheartedness? Can you imagine maintaining this outlook as a soldier through World War II?

Turner during the war is the focus of this letter collection. But first, we can introduce ourselves to Turner through the letters he wrote to Alexa before he joined the Army. The letters begin at the end of 1941. When Turner first wrote to Alexa, he was eighteen; she was sixteen. He was still a student, in the last days of peacetime boyhood. He wrote, “I know you will be surprised to get this letter (if you do), but I have intended to write for a long time. I hope I have the correct address, but I only saw it once, about a year ago, so I am not sure.” Turner was studying in the School of Design at North Carolina State College (now University). He also attended Pullen Memorial Baptist Church, adjacent to the campus on Hillsborough Street in Raleigh. Alexa, still in high school, lived at home a few blocks away in Cameron Park and attended Pullen with her parents. Turner and Alexa met at church, at a social gathering for high school and college students.

The following fall, Alexa left Raleigh to go to Woman’s College of the University of North Carolina in Greensboro (now the University of North Carolina at Greensboro). Coincidentally, it was Turner’s hometown where he grew up with his two brothers and sister, his father, and his mother, who died during his childhood. With Alexa no longer in Raleigh, Turner said that he missed being able “to run down to your house to see you, and occasionally help make fudge or cocoa.”

Turner and Alexa were separated by about seventy-five miles, leading Turner to scheme about how to bring them together. In one letter, he wrote, “finally coming to the point, the military dept said that it would be arranged so we can sit with guests at the game after the parade, so, I certainly would be honored if you will be my ‘guest’ for the [NCSU football] game as well as the dance. Please let me know as soon as possible if you can go to the game with me.” It must have been disappointing when Alexa responded, “but listen, I had a brilliant idea. I just called home and asked Dad to keep the seats next to ours—he always gets four tickets—so that you can change yours and sit with us if you want to do that. … I’m pretty sure we will be on Carolina’s side [University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill] (pulling for State, of course), but if you wouldn’t mind the bad company, we would really love for you to sit with us.”

A student of architecture, Turner’s love for the subject easily surfaces through the pages of his letters. He told Alexa, “I bought myself a Christmas present also—a book on modern Architecture. Thus, my library beginneth.” He often enthusiastically relayed his design projects, even when they were as mundane as designing a stop sign. Grades were mixed. With some measure of relief, he shared “my grades came out a good deal better than I expected. I only made one ‘C,’ and that was on ‘Strength of Materials.’ Referencing his effort to improve that grade, he told Alexa, “Gee, am I disgusted! I went into my Strength exam yesterday with a 95 average, but my brain blew a gasket or something, and I came out with a B.”

Named after a minister, Turner also revealed his inner life to Alexa in his letters. At nineteen, he wrote to her, “there seems to be few things that can be as boring or helpful as prayer. I have very seldom been at all affected by somebody praying before a large group, but sometimes in a small group, prayer can make you an entirely different person, and prayer never seems so realistic and faith so strong as when you are in trouble (Not that I’m in trouble now). I don’t know whether that is from religious training or just human nature. Sometimes, after worrying for quite a while over something, it occurs to me to pray about it and then I think, ‘Why didn’t I think of that before.’”
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Turner as a young man and Alexa in her college years
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Turner in uniform, undated photo



These kinds of college experiences could be dropped into any number of places and any number of time periods. Except there was a massive war going on. A world war. On December 7, 1941, Japan bombed Pearl Harbor. The next day, the United States declared war on Japan. Nazi Germany and its Axis partners follow within the week, declaring war on the United States. For Turner, brief mentions of R.O.T.C. or E.R.C. (Enlisted Reserve Corps) turned into rumors of enlistment dates. Military studies became more real as students disappeared from campus for the war. At the beginning of 1943, Turner speculated a smooth transition from thirteen weeks at a training center to officer training school to becoming a second lieutenant by around October. It turns out not to be nearly so straightforward as that.

Near the end of his junior spring semester in 1943, the Army sent Turner orders for training at Fort Bragg, located west of Fayetteville, North Carolina. Turner was just shy of turning twenty years old.

The photos of Turner in his military uniform show him as a tall, thin—approaching skinny—young man. His discharge papers translate this to about six feet and 150 pounds. I could quickly pick him out in photos with other soldiers by his large ears, made even more pronounced by his angular face. Add his short dark wavy brown hair and an easy smile, and Turner is handsome. But this is getting ahead of the story.





TURNER IN THE STATES
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While we can find ourselves trying to remember the history of war, it would have been a part of the warp and weave of life in the fall of 1942. Americans would know well that the United States declared war against Japan in December of 1941 after the bombing of Pearl Harbor. With a reluctance to be dragged into another world war, people would have been fully aware of the impact of Germany and Italy declaring war against the U.S. By the Fall of 1942, we were full participants in the second world war: the United States was engaged in all theaters of operation of World War II: the European Theater, the Mediterranean/ African/Middle East Theater, and the Pacific Theater.

Turner’s life is affected, as would be expected. Turner is a junior at NC State College. In addition to his studies in architecture and design, he is enrolled in the mandatory military studies programs. He also is a part of the Enlisted Reserve Corps (E.R.C.). He participates in three one-hour drill periods per week. Turner is in the advanced course for infantry training. Upon completion of this course and attendance in the Officer Candidate School, Turner is eligible to receive a commission as a Second Lieutenant of Infantry in the Army’s Officers’ Reserve Corps. This is dependent upon staying in college for completion of these programs before being drafted.



[November 3, 1942] Tuesday Night

Dear Alexa,

I had such a wonderful time this weekend and I am not yet recovered from it completely. And, I wish like all get-out that there could be another like it this coming weekend, but I guess work and duty must take the place of fun sometimes, because if you get too much of either work or fun life becomes less interesting…. I guess the second sentence back sounds like I am trying to philosophize, but I feel in a rather philosophical mood tonight, or rather one of those moods in which you like to try to analyze your thoughts and arrive at “momentous” and astounding truths of life and human nature in general which you can discover later were originated and expounded upon two or three thousand years ago. I think I will have to get me a book about philosophy and read it ([image: image]just) for the pleasure of finding things expressed in words which I have been thinking all along. The only trouble is, tomorrow, if I go to the library to check out a book, I will either get a novel or a serious book which I will never read. However, fiction books can often be a great source of learning in that many of them are expressions of the philosophy, reasoning, and problems of the author written in a form that is both interesting and easy to understand. For instance, there are many books written seemingly in a sort of hopeless despair that are expressions of the author’s belief in the futility and purposelessness of
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