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Preface

I knew my father was a WWII veteran, and that he had been mostly away from our family until I was about two and a half years old. Over the years, an occasional story about his war experience and discharge popped up in family conversations, but I had no more than a general interest in that war and no real knowledge about the role my father had played in it. Then, in 2003, my mother handed me several tattered shopping bags full of letters my father had written her while he served in the U.S. Army during World War II. With a secretive smile, Mom told me she had removed her letters from the cache. My siblings and I had never heard my parents mention their wartime correspondence, and none of us had any idea these letters existed. I found the prospect of sorting and reading the pile of letters daunting, so I did not even start until early 2005, about six months after my father died.

Contrary to what Mom had told me, I did find several months’ worth of her letters mixed in with Dad’s, but my sisters and I never found any more that she had written, even while clearing out her condo after her death in 2006. Perhaps Dad was not able to save more of Mom’s letters because he did not have room to store them, especially from the time he sailed to Europe with his battalion and during his service there, which stretched from the end of December 1944 until he returned to the U.S. in January 1946.

In retrospect, I regret that I did not read all of the letters while my parents were still alive, because they raised so many questions that cannot be answered now. Maybe I was unable to read them until after Dad died because I thought it would be an invasion of my parents’ privacy. Although much of my parents’ correspondence was intensely personal, I feel—and I assume my mother must have also felt—that a good part of their experience belongs to the history of World War II and so deserves to be shared with the public.

Many books based on letters from World War II have been written, but this collection is unique in several ways: the large volume of letters; the viewpoint of the author, a first-generation Jewish-American; and the detailed description of daily life of U.S. soldiers and others living in Germany in the months immediately following the Allied occupation. In addition, Dad could communicate in German, so he often acted as his unit’s interpreter, which gave him insights into the lives of the German civilians he met.

Dad wrote to Mom almost daily for two and a half years, sometimes more than once a day. The only exceptions were when he was in combat or when they were together stateside. As a result, the shopping bags my mom handed me held 835 letters, including a few months of Mom’s letters to Dad.

In addition to the letters they wrote during Dad’s service, the collection also contains letters from their courtship and dozens of letters and cards from Dad’s sisters, other relatives, and friends. Dad also clipped and sent home several articles, letters to the editor, and cartoons from Yank, the popular GI weekly newsmagazine published by the Army during the war and early occupation of Germany and Japan, until the end of December 1945.

To supplement the material Mom handed me, my sister Jonni gave me access to memorabilia she rescued from my parents’ garage in Florida, including many photos from Dad’s service. Two wooden boxes made for Dad by a German civilian worker held a fascinating assortment of military documents and souvenirs, including a pair of wooden shoes he had found in Germany. When my siblings and I were children, he had explained to us that these were not from Holland, but that some civilians in Germany had worn wooden shoes during the war because leather was reserved for the soldiers.

Dad was a first-generation Jewish-American whose parents had emigrated from Russia, and his letters reflect the experiences of a Jewish soldier fighting in Nazi Germany. While contending with the vicious anti-Semitism of the Nazi regime, he also faced prejudice on the home front, as well.

Dad’s letters cover the end of the war in Europe through the end of December 1945, including his service in occupied Germany, months that have not been as thoroughly portrayed in popular history books and movies. My father provides an eyewitness account to everyday life just after the occupation by U.S. forces in Germany, an account made richer because his fluency in German (ironically made easier because of his knowledge of Yiddish) allowed him to communicate with the civilian population and POWs. He also wrote about postwar France and Holland, which he visited when he was on a pass or short leaves from duty.

This book took a long time to complete, partly due to its emotional toll. When I began to read the letters in 2005, I was still deeply grieving Dad’s death and often felt torn between wanting to hear his voice again and being too overcome to continue reading. After Mom died in October 2006, it became even more painful. Sometimes, I felt like just leaving the collection in those shopping bags. However, I realized I could not pass this task to anyone else. The responsibility for chronicling my parents’ wartime experiences had fallen on me, and I did not want to disappoint. So, after too many years, here is their story, one that was unique to Abraham and Lillian Klapper but also shared by millions of those who served in World War II and their families at home.




CHAPTER 1
A Wartime Courtship

Abraham Klapper was twenty-six when he met twenty-one-year-old Lillian Schein in the summer of 1941. His family was visiting Far Rockaway, New York, a beach town on the western end of Long Island that was popular with working-class families trying to escape the summer heat of New York City. They went to the beach to swim, sit on the sand, or just breathe the clean ocean air. The ones who could afford it would rent bungalows or rooms in private homes and boarding houses near the beach.

Relatives of Dad’s married sister, Sylvia, were renting rooms in Mom’s parents’ house for the summer, and Dad, his parents, and his kid sister, Shirley, had come to visit them. Everyone was sitting on the front porch while Dad was out on the street with Shirley teaching her to ride a bike on a hill near the front of the house. He was holding on to the seat while she tried to balance herself when he saw a young woman in a pretty dress come out to the porch. Their eyes met, and Dad told Shirley she would have to figure it out herself as he hurried over to introduce himself.

They were a classic example of “opposites attract.” Dad had blue eyes, light brown hair, and a strong athletic build. He loved to work out on gymnastics equipment at the 92nd Street YMHA (Young Men’s Hebrew Association) in Manhattan, swim in the pool at the St. George Hotel in Brooklyn, and play handball in city parks. Although he had been forced to drop out of high school to help support his family, he had earned his diploma by attending George Washington Evening High School while working during the day.

In the summer of 1941, Dad was a mail clerk at the post office, a job he had earned by outscoring many “college boys” on a civil service exam. He was self-educated, an avid reader, and loved all kinds of music, including classical and the big bands that were popular then. A good dancer, he and Shirley liked jitterbugging together. He was also artistic and was attending drafting courses at night.

Mom was petite, with silky black hair and big brown eyes. Dad would open his early letters to her by writing, “Hello, Brown Eyes.” She had attended Queens College of the City University of New York for about a year and was completing her registered nurse’s training at Cumberland Hospital’s School of Nursing
in Brooklyn.

In their later letters, it became clear that in addition to their strong physical attraction, they also admired each other’s intelligence. Mom loved that Dad was so well-read and articulate. Dad respected Mom’s educational achievement and ambition. Mom also liked his generous spirit, having rejected an earlier “college boy” suitor for being “cheap.”

Both were the children of Jewish immigrants from eastern Europe. Mom’s father, Marcus, worked as an insurance agent for the Metropolitan Insurance Company. Her mother, Sophie, raised her children, rented out rooms in the house, and sometimes worked as a department store salesclerk or as a cook in hotel kitchens in the Catskill Mountains in the summer. When I was growing up in Far Rockaway, Sophie worked at the candy counter of a local movie theater, and generations of children learned she would sometimes slip free candy to kids who had no money to pay for it. As a Galitzianer (the term for Jews from her part of eastern Europe), she lived up to their reputation for always seeming to earn money, even under the most adverse circumstances. One summer, she rented several rooms in a big house on the beach, squeezed her family into a single room, and sublet the other rooms, earning enough of a profit to make a down payment on her own house that fall.

Dad’s father, Louis, ran a small “malt and hops” shop, where customers could purchase ingredients to make their own alcoholic beverages during Prohibition. Unfortunately, his store was located too close to a church, so the authorities eventually shut it down. But he never made much of a profit anyway, partly because he was always taking cash out of the till to give to the local synagogue or other causes. Because he was an observant Jew, he refused to keep the shop open on Saturdays, which was typically the busiest day for such a business. After he was forced to close the shop, he worked as a sewing machine operator in a dress factory doing piecework for an owner who had agreed to let him take off Saturdays and work on Sundays instead. The work paid very poorly.

Dad’s mother, Miriam, called by her Yiddish name Mierke, had been apprenticed as a child in Belorussia (now known as Belarus) to become a seamstress, and she continued that work in New York. She was so talented that customers would take her to fancy stores to point out garments they liked so that she could make them an exact copy. As was the custom, she stopped working when she married and began to have children, even though it meant the family struggled financially, sometimes finding it hard to scrape up rent money when the landlord came calling. They expected their children to help support them, so both Dad and Shirley had dropped out of high school as soon as they were old enough.

By the time Mom and Dad met, the world was already at war, and it overshadowed everything. Dad had been granted a deferment because he was supporting his family. Mom was contemplating joining the Red Cross, Army, or Navy when she completed her nurse’s training. As their relationship deepened, so did the opposition from both sets of parents. Mom’s parents were hoping she would marry a doctor—or at least a college-educated professional man—and were unhappy that she would settle for a man with only a high school education who came from a poor, uneducated, and apparently unambitious family.

Dad’s parents were afraid they would lose his financial support, and that he would lose his draft deferment if he married. As the only son, he felt a strong obligation to his family, and my parents actually broke up over the issue. In disgust, Mom told him, “Go back to your mother.” However, he could not stay away for very long and asked to see her again after a couple of months.

Facing so much opposition from both families, Abraham and Lillian decided to elope. At the end of October 1942, they took their premarital blood tests. Mom was living in a nurses’ residence on East 77th Street in Manhattan, and Dad listed his parents’ address on West 99th Street. They were married on November 5, 1942, by a rabbi in the Bronx, with the rabbi’s wife and another stranger as their only witnesses. Before they broke the news, Mom wore a Band-Aid over her wedding ring at work. At first, they shared an apartment in Greenwich Village with Dad’s married cousin Marty Ellman. According to my dad’s sister Shirley, my parents just “disappeared,” and their families did not know where they were for a couple of weeks.

Before too long, they rented an apartment in the Village on Sullivan Street. Dad’s sister Sylvia sent a telegram to that address on November 18, 1942, offering congratulations. On a postcard dated a week later, Dad’s paternal aunt Ceil wrote that she had spoken to his father and “things seem to be much smoother and brighter” than before. She said she was doing her best to help.

My parents knew their marriage would end Dad’s deferment, which had been based on his financial support for his mother and Shirley. After his marriage, the Army would not consider him part of his original family unit, so rather than wait to be drafted, Dad decided to enlist. Although Mom protested his decision, Dad felt he had more options this way. In a letter he wrote to her after he entered the service, Dad explained that if he had waited to be drafted, he could have been sent into the infantry, where the mortality figures were higher than in other more skilled units.

On May 27, 1943, just a little more than six months after my parents had been married, the Army sent Dad an “Order to Report for Induction” at his local draft board on Broadway in Manhattan at 6 a.m. on June 11, 1943. On that date, he received an order calling him to active duty at Camp Upton, New York, on June 25, 1943. That order also included instructions about military rules, possessions he could bring with him, life insurance, and “Information on Servicemen’s Dependents Allowance.” The last was more important than ever, because in addition to his mother, sister, and wife, Dad now had to worry about supporting a child, because Mom had become pregnant and was due in August.

My parents gave up their apartment in the Village about a month or so before Dad’s induction date and moved in with Mom’s parents in Far Rockaway in an attempt to save money. The move would also make it easier for Mom’s parents to help her with the impending birth and childcare.

After being married for only seven months, Dad reported for induction on June 25, 1943. It was the beginning of what Mom would later describe as “two long, terrible years.”
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CHAPTER 2
Camp Upton, New York, to Fort Eustis, Virginia

ON JUNE 25, 1943, the Long Island Railroad delivered Dad to Camp Upton on Long Island, the first stop for inducted servicemen from New York City. Upton, near Yaphank, was about a two-hour train ride and a different world from Pennsylvania Station in Manhattan. After immunizations, classification tests, and his first Army “grub,” Dad wrote Mom and asked her to send along his furlough bag and white T-shirts. “Very limited facilities” would make phone calls difficult, he warned her, but Dad still promised to try.

He enclosed a document from the Red Cross that included his serial number and told her the Red Cross would be the link between them. The document advised Mom that a Red Cross home service worker was available to help with advice on allotments, allowances, budgets, and personal and family problems. The Red Cross material also relayed instructions for requesting leaves and provided tips for what the family should do in an emergency. Dad signed his first letter home, “Love, Abe,” which he would later shorten to “Love, A,” on his many letters to follow.

Five days later, while waiting to be sent to his training base, Dad finally had time to write a detailed letter about all the “processing” that the Army had been providing at Upton. He described the strict instructions for making and unmaking beds, explained how he had learned to call the food “chow,” and mentioned the “short arm inspection,” where all the men were examined for venereal diseases. (By this time in the war, those found to be infected would still be inducted, but they would be treated before being sent to active duty.)

The most important processing task was to take classification examinations, which were used to determine assignments. The AGCT (Army General Classification Test) measured general learning, vocabulary, and arithmetic and used the “block-counting test.” The higher the score, the better the chance for specialized or technical training. Since Dad had worked in the post office in civilian life, he was initially classified as a postal clerk.

Uniforms were also passed out at Upton, and Dad, who came from a poor family, was impressed. “I never wore such good shoes,” he wrote. “The uniforms and field jackets and raincoat are of excellent quality.”

The Army took seriously its role in instructing the men how to deal with sex while they were in the service. In WWI, thousands of servicemen per day had been lost to duty because of venereal diseases. Although awareness-raising efforts and better medical treatments had greatly reduced those numbers by mid-1944, in 1943, “a case of gonorrhea required a hospital treatment of 30 days, and curing syphilis remained a six-month ordeal,” according to the WW2 US Medical Research Centre. Dad wanted Mom to know about the Army’s war on venereal disease.

June 30, 1943

Oh, yes, on Saturday we also were addressed by a chaplain on religion and abstinence from temptation by a Colonel on Army law and by a doctor on sex hygiene. You notice that I seem to stress sex, but it is nothing to the way they stress it around here. Signs all over the place.

His first K.P. assignment was to wash dishes and mop the floor. Although he hated it, he was fascinated to see how the Army fed a “tremendous amount of hungry men” and clothed a “large body of rookies.” Everyone received several immunization injections; some of the men actually passed out from the pain, but most, including him, experienced only a sore arm for a few days. Dad’s immunizations were for typhoid, typhus, and tetanus. Later, he received smallpox vaccines and additional typhoid and tetanus doses after being shipped to his training base.

On July 1, he sent Mom a postcard telling her he was being shipped out but did not yet know his destination. On a postcard the next day, stamped “Newport News,” he wrote that after traveling for sixteen hours, he had arrived at Fort Eustis in Newport News, Virginia. On a second card sent the same day, he said he had been assigned to an antiaircraft training group, and that everyone was saying they were “slated for school.” On July 5, he sent a card with an address Mom could use to send him letters and packages: “Pvt. A.M. Klapper ASN32968151, A Battery, 14 Battalion, 2 Platoon, Ft Eustis, VA.”

Fort Eustis was a training center; however, the Army interviewer was puzzled about where to place Dad. His 124 IQ score had been his ticket to Fort Eustis as “only those whom the Army wants to train for some specialty are sent here,” but his classification as a mail clerk could not go through because that quota had been filled. Because his IQ score was high enough to allow him to try for Officer Candidate School (OCS), the interviewer decided he should take his basic training and apply for OCS to get into the Adjutant General’s Office, Postal Section. It was hard to get into the OCS, especially with poor eyesight, and Dad wore glasses. But the camp had a lot of schools, including an antiaircraft training center, and Dad was relieved to learn that this branch of the Army had the lowest mortality rate.

He was already lonely for Mom and the rest of the family, especially because he had not yet received any letters, and he asked her to write soon and often. Dad also began to inquire about passes and determine how far he was from New York. Basic training would last through October, but Dad hoped to get an emergency pass through the Red Cross when Mom gave birth in August, even though he warned her that emergency passes were very difficult to obtain.



BASIC TRAINING

Basic training began on July 5, and Dad wrote about marching several miles “along a dusty road until we reached the gun park.” While attending lectures, the men could hear the firing of guns in the distance by more advanced units. They were instructed about military courtesy, sex hygiene (again), and rules concerning standing guard on post. These were “drilled into us day in and day out,” he wrote.

Dad described his “air-conditioned” helmet, with a strap arrangement that allowed air to circulate between the helmet and the head. The Army wanted them to wear them during drills and hikes to prevent sunstrokes.

Because of Mom’s impending delivery, Dad was comforted to learn that Army Emergency Relief had plenty of funds available, if necessary, to help with an operation or pregnancy. He was also happy to learn about a guest house at the camp that cost only a dollar a day for lodging and included two or three meals, an arrangement so popular that the men had to make reservations a month in advance. However, he did not think Mom’s condition, plus the “tough accommodations” on the train, would allow for a visit until after the baby was born.

Mom began to write to Dad almost as soon as he left but had to wait to mail her letters until she knew his exact address. On July 13, 1943, she reminisced it had been two years since they had met. She was feeling low because she had not been able to accompany her mother and his sister Shirley to see him off at Penn Station, due to her advanced stage of pregnancy. She was also becoming increasingly uncomfortable in the hot, humid New York summer and found relief only by going to the beach and dipping into the ocean. But she was able to tend the Victory garden he had started and reported that the family was enjoying the vegetables very much.

Their Victory garden was part of a nationwide effort to help families supply their own food and alleviate shortages. The private gardens helped lower the commercial prices of produce, which in turn lowered the nation’s costs to feed the troops, so they were considered an important way to aid the war effort. People planted gardens in their yards, window boxes, or rooftops, and by 1944, it was estimated that Victory gardens produced 40 percent of all the country’s vegetables.

Since Dad had been raised in the city, he had never tended a garden before and thoroughly enjoyed the one he had planted in her parents’ backyard. He often asked Mom about his garden in his early letters.

Mom, who had not yet received any of Dad’s letters, was feeling lonely and frustrated that she could not just jump on a train and see him on his days off. She even fantasized about going to Virginia to have her baby in a hospital on the base. It wasn’t really an option though, because getting there would have meant a ten- or eleven-hour ride on a crowded train—not a safe trip in her stage of pregnancy.

In early July, Mom wrote Dad that although she enjoyed the nursing career she had recently begun, “I would gladly trade [it] for the few months we had together before you left. Nursing could never give me what I found with you darling.” Once in a while, Dad was able to call her on a Sunday, which made her feel better. However, she had very little privacy in her mother’s crowded house, and she was initially so excited when she heard his voice that she was almost tongue-tied while on the phone.

Dad’s letters finally began to reach Mom during the first week in July, and he received her first letters on July 10, allowing the two to communicate about actual events and people. After receiving Dad’s first letters describing his arduous military training, Mom wrote that she hoped he would return with the same positive attitude he had left with. “Come back with the same grin that you had.”

Intermingled with personal news, Mom’s letter of July 27, 1943, refers to Italian dictator Benito Mussolini’s “resignation” and a supposed pro-Ally prime minister taking his place. On July 28, she wrote that she had listened to U.S. President Franklin D. Roosevelt on the radio last night. “He said practically nothing new. . . . The war is still on and will continue for a long time yet . . . other things don’t interest me. I just want you to come home.”

In early July, Dad described how exacting military inspections were and how much they were expected to learn in the thirteen weeks of basic training.

July 9, 1943

Except for sex hygiene lectures and certain drill formations, almost every lecture is different. We must learn to drill, recognize aircraft, friend or foe. We received our rifles and field equipment yesterday, and now we must know the various parts of the rifle and how to clean it. . . . We learned how to pitch tents in the field in military formation. . . . I am the only fellow from New York City here. Most of the men are from New England, and some are from Ohio and Georgia. My bed partner is ‘sho nuff’ from Georgia
. . . . You should hear him talk. . . . Our beds are constructed like railroad berths. An upper and lower. I sleep in the lower.

Many of their early letters focused on the coming baby and when they could see each other again. In a July letter, Dad warned Mom not to try to visit him until he gave her the word because even if she made the long trip, he might not be able to see her, and she might not have a place to stay. If she tried to stay in Newport News, “which incidentally is very crowded, you would be stopped at the gates [of the base] by M.P. and not permitted to pass. And I am not allowed to leave until I receive a pass.”

Contemplating giving birth without him, Mom wrote, “You won’t be able to pace the floor or hold my hand, you won’t know until it’s all over.” But since he was stationed in the South and had a southern bunkmate, she asked him to ask his friend for some “nice Southern names for boys and girls,” although they had for months been calling the baby “Barry,” hoping it was a boy.

She also wondered if the Army would let Dad come home for a bris (circumcision) if she gave birth to a boy. Because Dad’s father was an Orthodox Jew, he would expect her to also observe a Pidyon ha-Ben, a ceremony on a firstborn son’s thirty-first day that recalls the redemption of the firstborn son from his duty as a priest or official during the Temple period in Jerusalem. Maybe Dad could make it home for that ceremony if he could not get a leave for the bris, Mom speculated.

Dad wrote that he now hoped he would not need to get an emergency pass from the Red Cross, because that would mean she had become very ill, which he certainly did not want to happen. If, however, an emergency should occur, he told her that the family should go directly to the Red Cross instead of trying to contact him, because otherwise they would lose precious time.

He also explained how difficult it was to call her because he often had only a half hour free, but it could be a two-hour wait for the telephone. But after he finally was able to make his first call to her, he wrote he almost felt like he could touch her. The call cost $2.16 for eleven minutes, so Dad asked if he could reverse the charges next time. He had to make his first paycheck last through August, and he was expecting to get only six or seven dollars after the required laundry fee and a $6.90 deduction for a $10,000 life insurance policy.

Dad was looking forward to a five- to seven-day furlough at the beginning of October before being assigned a permanent base. But he was not eligible to obtain a thirty-six-hour pass until he had been in the service for at least five weeks, and he didn’t expect that Mom would be able to travel to meet him since she might already be a “Momma” at that time.

Dad discovered in July that he had lost a chance to go to officers’ school in North Carolina because his pupils had been too narrow when he was tested for stereoscopic vision. He guessed there would be other opportunities later, but if not, he would stay in antiaircraft, which was “not so bad.” He said he would be satisfied if he became a corporal or a sergeant, so he wanted to maintain a clean record in basic to be eligible for the promotion. The Army made sure Dad had proper glasses for combat, issuing him two pairs with steel frames and shatterproof glass.



STAYING “ON THE BALL”

In his letters, Dad described his grueling daily schedule. From 5:30 a.m. to 5 p.m., he attended lectures and participated in drills and exercises. After 5 p.m., the men had to scrub down the barracks, including the walls and floors and under their beds. That took about two and a half hours. Before they went to sleep, they had to clean their rifles and make their beds.

The schedule was even worse when the unit was sent to the gun park. To arrive there at 6 a.m., they had to get up at 4:45 a.m. and would sometimes be there until 9:30 p.m., falling into bed about 10:30 p.m., only to have to arise at 4:45 a.m. the next day. In order to keep up with his correspondence, Dad carried paper and a pen with him and wrote whenever he had the chance, such as while he was waiting in line for the eye or dental clinics.

Dad kept asking Mom and his sister to send him proper socks. They had to be long enough to fit the GI boots, because otherwise he would get blisters, and “the care of the feet is absolutely one of the most important items here” to endure the hiking and other training.

On one particularly tough day after hiking and training with their guns in the hot, humid July weather, Dad reported that about fifteen men had passed out, one had become hysterical, and some had also broken bones. They all had to be taken to the hospital. “Believe me, this is no vacation. . . . Boy, they sure kill you or cure you here. . . . Only 10 1/2 more weeks.”

There was one break in his routine for him to look forward to, though. That was the chapel, where he had been told there would be Jewish food available, brought to the camp by Jewish families from neighboring towns. He attended his first chapel in late July, along with twenty-five men, five women from the Women’s Army Corps (WAC), and some civilians who were members of the USO (United Service Organizations).

July 22, 1943

First time I felt like letting my hair down. After we sang some songs and had a little discussion, we went to the recreation hall and had pastrami sandwiches, sour pickles, soda, and cake. They serve different refreshments every time.

At some point, Dad expressed his belief that the grueling training was beginning to have the desired effect, saying he felt he was now more mentally alert than he had ever been. But in response to Mom’s teasing that she might not recognize him when she finally saw him again, he assured her, “You’ll spot me right away. I may walk a little straighter, and [hold my] head a little higher. Otherwise, I am the same in that I love you and miss you so much.”

Dad’s family showed their love for him by writing lots of letters, and his locker was becoming too crowded to hold them all, so he asked about sending the letters home for safekeeping. “Some day, when I am at home and wearing my slippers and Barry is asleep and you and I are alone, we can read them over again and get [a] laugh or tear from them. Tears because we will be so happy to be together again. Laughs because it will be over and just a memory.”

As he had begun in his very first letters, Dad continued to teach Mom Army vernacular. “The process of changing us from civilians to soldiers is called getting us ‘on the ball.’ When I say I am on the ball, it means that I am doing all right, I understand, etc.”

July 20, 1943

One has to be in order not to get ‘ghigged’ (hard ‘g’). You might as well get used to this Army vernacular. Ghigged means you receive extra duty as punishment because you failed to do something that was not GI. Some of the fellows got ghigged today because they did not have their shoes shined. Some because their clothes were not hung or displayed properly. Everything must be exact. Our clothes must all hang with the right sleeve out and all buttons buttoned. If not, one can get ghigged and it might mean extra duty on Sun. when everyone else is off. So far, knock wood. That is just a small example. There are a million and a half other things one must know. You must be on your toes. I guess that is the purpose of this type of training.

Dad also provided descriptive details about training, which now included over obstacle courses, carrying first light and then heavy backpacks, in the hot southern sun.

July 26, 1943

With pack and rifle we must hurdle fences, crawl on our bellies, jump and clamber over a sheer 8-foot wall, over some more ladders and fences, then we must run up a ramp and over a wall about 12–15 feet high. Then we have to climb a steep cliff, hanging onto the ropes there. That is just a sample.

July 28, 1943

Today, we were on the range. It is so hard for me to put into words the agony of marching after spending the entire day under the blazing sun on the range. One boy passed out and was rushed to the hospital. Another boy started to lag behind, and I was detailed to look after him. He did not have any water in his canteen, so I gave him a little of mine. It was hot and salty tasting, but he loved it. I then took his rifle and we started off . . . we are now carrying heavy packs. They weigh about 40 or 50 pounds. It is tough, kid, but so far I am holding my own. One boy broke his back the other day on the obstacle course.

Despite having to wear glasses, Dad turned out to be a pretty good shot, and because of that and his record for being generally “on the ball,” he was selected at the end of July to be an acting sergeant, responsible for supervising corporals and privates in his unit. There were four acting sergeants and four acting corporals in his platoon. Dad was eager to keep his new position and be in line for a possible promotion after training. And as an acting sergeant, he was allowed to avoid K.P.

Dad was particularly surprised by how well he had been able to shoot, despite his poor eyesight, lack of experience, and age. At twenty-eight, he was probably the oldest member of his battery and had expected a lot of the fellows to be better on the firing range than he was.

July 29 (I think) [sic], 1943

[B]ut they don’t wear glasses, and they are pretty young kids. Most of them are hunters from the Georgia woods and the New England countryside. Squirrel hunters is what we call them. For a guy who has been brought up in the city all his life, I didn’t do so badly.

Dad had been in very good physical condition before his induction due to his love of athletics. Considering the clothing and equipment they had to wear and carry while hiking, this turned out to be an advantage.

July 29, 1943

You cannot have an idea how that hike home is until you actually experience it. The pack is heavy, and the straps cut into your shoulder. Then your rifle and gas mask are hung on the right and left shoulder, respectively. Underneath it all is your cartridge belt from which your canteen is suspended. The heavy shoes and fatigues and helmet complete our outfit. After a whole day in the sun and then marching back under it, you know you have been through something. I hope nobody passes out today.

He pointed out how his perspiration had blurred the edges of the paper he was writing on but told Mom not to worry because he was doing well, which is why he had been chosen to be an acting sergeant. And he reminded her that the previous day he had carried the rifle of the kid who was not feeling well in addition to carrying his own load.



NEW ARRIVAL AT HOME

Although Dad was certainly busy at Fort Eustis, both of my parents were actually more interested in what was happening on the home front during August 1943. Mom was buying baby things and putting the finishing touches on the crib and her room at her parents’ house in Far Rockaway. The family could not afford a new carriage, so they purchased a used one for $35, even though it was rather shabby. Mom cleaned, painted, and reupholstered it to make it acceptable.

She was hoping Dad would be able to get an emergency pass so he could visit after the baby was born. He had received a pass earlier in August, but it was only for thirty-six hours, not long enough to get to New York and back. Both had been bitterly disappointed, and Mom was afraid she would have to wait until October to see Dad again.

She was glad to discover that Army Relief would pay her doctor’s bills for the delivery and cover the hospital charges and baby visits for a year, but she was beginning to long for her own apartment since she felt her parents were interfering too much. Her father objected to Dad’s weekly calls, saying they were too extravagant, and he even called the telephone company to tell them to refuse collect calls from Dad. She also felt he was taking advantage of her financially.

For months she and Dad had been referring to the baby as “Barry,” hoping she would have a boy, and Mom didn’t settle on a name for a girl until a few days before the birth: “Bonny Sue,” later spelling it “Bonnie.” I arrived on August 16, 1943, at 11 p.m., at St. Joseph’s Hospital in Far Rockaway. Even though Mom had been given ether for the delivery, making her sleepy for most of the next day, she was able to write an eight-page letter to Dad describing as many of the details of the birth as she could recall. She ended her letter with, “By the way, your daughter’s name is Bonnie Sue Klapper.” She desperately hoped he would be able to get a pass to see her that coming weekend.

Her father sent a telegram to Dad informing him of my birth. He wrote a letter to Mom in response.

August 17, 1943

Darling,

I just heard the news. I was out at the gun park about 7 p.m. on night drill when a lieutenant approached me. He asked me my name, and I saluted. He returned my salute and then stuck his hand out to shake hands, saying, ‘Congratulations, your wife just gave birth to a 7 1/2 lb. baby girl.’ Well, you could have knocked me over with a sneeze. I am now at the telephone exchange trying to call up. I spoke to my sergeant, and he asked me how you were. He said if I told him that you didn’t feel so well, he could talk to the captain. . . . If the Red Cross should call the hospital or Dr. Richman, I want them to say that I am needed. In that way, I can get an emergency pass.

Although Dad was excited and relieved, he had to remember to take care of important details. He needed the exact spelling of my name and a copy of my birth certificate as soon as possible so he could file the necessary papers for an additional allotment for a child.

Dad’s officers did grant him a pass for the weekend following my birth. His pass was very short, and by August 23 he was back at camp, returning with bottles of liquor to thank the officers who had granted him the leave. But he was grateful for even the short visit, writing Mom, “After seeing you dearest I feel fortified to stand anything they dish out here. I arrived at camp at 1:30 a.m. and was able to get a few hours of sleep.”

Shortly after my birth, Dad’s father gave Mom a ring that had been a family heirloom and told her father to have it set for her at his expense. Mom wrote to Dad about the gift.

August 21, 1943

Dearest, do you know what that means. The ring has become a symbol in our lives. It means that your father has finally forgiven us our deed and is lending his approval. You know, dearest, today is really a day for us to celebrate; it’s more or less a day of forgiveness. Darling, I will keep the ring till you come home again and can put it on my finger.

Mom had kept in touch with some of her friends from nursing school and in a letter told Dad that everyone seemed to be getting married or divorced, having babies, and making other big decisions rapidly, because the war affected everyone’s lives.

August 29, 1943

Darling, everything seems to be done in such a rush, it seems as if everyone is in a hurry, and they are making some horrible mistakes, which they will pay for after this mad war is over. . . . Darling, it seems like we are the only sane ones in a crazy world and we are far from sane.

Dad continued his training, attending lectures, learning to identify aircraft, and preparing for gas warfare, which the U.S. was expecting Germany to use since “they are more or less on the run.” They even gave the men a chance to “sniff” some
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Instruction manual for using the Browning machine
gun that Dad’s antiaircraft unit was being trained to
use. In combat, these guns were placed on half-track
trucks that were used to move them into position.
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Dad enjoys a swim, probably at the St. George Hotel in
Brooklyn, 1937.

Mom in her early twenties before
meeting Dad.





OPS/image15.jpg
R 974567
WAR RATION BOOK No. 3

Tdentification of person to whom issued: PRINT IN FULL
| f P

SR ey K
% 2 State .A.Z

Street number or rural route
EEIGHT ‘

ST Fin

WEIGHT

/7.

5
SIGNATURE ... Dl g S dgof 42
(Person to whoi book s issned. personis unable tosign becanse of agear incapacity, another may sign ia bis behalL)
WARNING o
This book is the property of the LOCAL BOARD ACTION
United States Govermmeat, It is
unlawfal to sell it to any other per-
som, or to nss it or peomit anyone Tasued by 5 RS
else’ 10 uso it, excopt to obtain (Local board mumber ) (Date)

rationed goods in accordance with
regulations of the Office of Price |  Street address .
iniotration. Any pereon w) it

finds a lost War Ration Book must
retarn it to the War Price and | (.
Rationing Board which issued it. 3048
Persons who violate rationing regu-
Tations are subject to$10,000 fine or
imprisonment, or hoti.

e Siae

OPA Form No. R-130

Cover of Mom's war
ration book.

U.S. Office of Price
Administration. Many
basic foods, such as
meat, were rationed
during the war so
that the Army could
provide them to the
soldiers.





OPS/image8.jpg
thﬁ (Uprﬁfu-al» Wituesseth

that on the. iy of the etk the a’cﬁw

o the rmonth. cadacnae_inthe ye 57
corpondin 10 the. il LEL
holy Covenant of Marriage was enzered joto

erween the Bidegroom Ll

and i Bride Ll

The sid Bridsgroom made the following deckration to his Bride:
"B thou my ik ccordin to the la of More and of T, T fadhully promis that Dad’s order on June 11, 1943, to report for active
1 will be a true husband unto thee. 1 will bonor and cherish thee; I will work for thee; I will dul’y lnto the U.S. Amly on June 25, 1943 In
srotect and support thee, and vl provide al tht i necasmry for thy die tesance, even a5 Ciigae
bt o o Sl o . e o anticipation of the order, he and Mom had already
hy mainterance, a« are prescribed by our religiols tatute.™ gven up their own apartment in Manhattan and

% i’ . ‘ & P
And the ezid Bride bas plghted her troth unto him, in affection and in sic b moved in with Mom’s parents in Far Rockaway.
thus taken upon hersel che fulflment of all the dusies incumbent upon a Jewih wie

“This Covenant of Marriage was Culy executed and witnessed this day, ac 'g to the
as, | BR968151

VE-mE-inT

Special Orders) i 11 June 1943

:
84

10 PAC Par 16b AR §15-500 dated 1 Sept. 19k2, the follow—
ke of the United States this date,

1o rolcased from active duty this date, transferred to the Eal:

Roserve Corps end will procesd %o the iocation of Local Bo:

Tocsl Soare Kidress 2100 Drondwmy, Sow Tovie; WY

RABBI EDWARD SCHOENTELD
Jowith Canter of Univesicy Heighes
1708 o N Aven
B, v Yok

p ‘ fome:  KLAPPER, ASRARAM ARTIN 2

Mom and Dad’s marriage certlﬁcate, = Testy (&550) : (Classiication)
November 5, 1942. Note signatures of mui i et e, e
witnesses, the rabbi’s wife and a stranger. backopercrn ) lemitsip e O eiigrs g

05 7D 31 P L3102 A b2

order of Colonel CHAPPELL
H.'ir. KURTZRER,
Hajor, Inf:
agjutant.

TS etaZ

M. EURTZNER,
ox; :n:..m-,,

Sl WM

are fiow a soléior In the Avmy of the United States!
onal You have been transforred'to tus Enlisted Reserve
ourtosn daye _ ' the above copy of your Spoeial
aro airectSd to resort to tho Reception Center in accor
orders, If yoi have mot roscived a notide from your Tocal
ing you of tho Aour end vleco of asoombly vitn:
con ur Locel Board inzodiats]
strotions 13 requircd.

Tou are not enti$1cd to pey

S at your own cxpense, Your
rour aliress at all times prior to






OPS/CoverDesign.jpg
Love, Abe

A JEWISH GT'S WORLD WAR II
LETTERS HOME

LA 56 /54y

g donieit
7

BONNIE KLAPPER GOLDENBERG





OPS/image16.jpg
Dad home on emergency pass from Fort
Eustis just after my birth in August 1943 in

front of Mom’s parents’ home in

Far Rockaway.

Mom holding newborn daughter Bonnie,
August 1943, Far Rockaway, New York,
probably near her parents’ house. The

carriage is a used one her family purchased

for her, which she refurbished.
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Dad’s father, Louis Klapper, in front of his “malt and
hops” shop during Prohibition, where Dad worked
as a youngster. These ingredients were purchased
by customers who wanted to make their own beer.

It was eventuaﬂy closed down by the police, partly
because it was located near a church that had
objected to its presence.

Dad (on the left) with his friends in
Manhattan, age 19, 1934.
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Postcard Dad sent from Camp Upton,

Long Island, 1943. A “typical company
street” at Camp Upton. (Colourpicture
Publication, Cambridge, MA)
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Mom'’s RN license
from the State of
New York after
completing her
training, December
16, 1942. Although
she had already
married Dad, the
license is in her
maiden name.
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Mom and Dad (front row) with Mom and
Dad’s parents, his mother Mierke (“Miriam,”
middle row right), and father Louis Klapper
(top row right), in Far Rockaway during Dad’s
emergency leave in August 1943.

Mom, Dad (top row), and Mom's faxnily,
including her parents, Sophie (middle row
right), and Marcus Schein (top left); brother
Aaron (middle row left); and sister Mary (in
front), taken during Dad’s emergency leave
home the weekend after Mom gave birth to
me, August 1943. They are standing in front

of Mom'’s parents” home in Far Rockaway.
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MENT oF AGRICULTURE-

“Victory Gardens” brochure. U.S. Department
of Agriculture, 1943. Mom and Dad had
planted a Victory garden in Mom’s parents’
backyard before he was inducted into the
Army, and Dad asked about how it was doing
in his letters during his first few months in the
service.

One of Dad’s fellow soldiers at Fort Eustis
created this sketch of him, 1943.
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Mom'’s nursing certificate from the City of New York, September 3, 1942.
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Mom and Dad with Dad’s younger cousin Marty, who
was also soon to be inducted into the Army. Far Rockaway,
August 1943, during Dad’s leave just after my birth.
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Dad and Mom, holding newborn daughter Bonnie,
during his emergency leave, August 1943,
Far Rockaway.
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First V-mail my father mailed to my mother while onboard
the transport ship to Europe, December 1944.
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BROWNING MACHINE GUNS, CALIBER .80, M2 INTRODUCTION

The Browning Machine Gun, caliber .50, is a highly
efficient automafic weapon built to precision standards.
It is produced with three types of barrels for various
applications as shown to the left. The working parts,
however, which automatically perform the numerous
mechanical operations while the gun is firing, are the
same in all three models. The following pages describe
and illustrate "HOW THE GUN WORKS."”

weight 64 lbs.
g

weight 121.5 lbs.

weight 81 lbs.

Pages from the instruction manual for using the Browning machine gun that Dad’s antiaircraft

unit was being trained to use.
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Post Headquarters at Camp Upton,
Long Island.
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Dad with his sisters, Shirley on the
left and Sylvia on the right, in Far
Rockaway, August 1943, during his
emergency leave. Dad was very close
to his sisters, and their smiles show

how delighted they were to see him.
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Mom in nursing school, Cumberland Mom’s nursing school graduation photo,

Hospital, Brooklyn, New York, ca. 1941. ca. February 1942. Mom had inscribed
this photo to Dad “With all my love,
darling. Lil.”
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AMERICAN RED CROSS
NEW YORK CHAPTER + Serving MANHATTAN & BRONX

We congratulate you on entering the service of your country and want you
to know that the Red Cross is prepared to serve you or your family at any time.

FOR YOU At every Army and Navy station or outpost there is a Field Direc-

tor. See him if you are worried about personal problems or about
news from home. The Field Director is in touch with Red Cross Chapters in
every part of the country—-and one of these is your Home Chapter.

FOR YOUR The Home Service Department of the Red Cross is prepared to give
FAMILY similar service to your family. A Home Service worker stands
ready to help with advice on allotments and allowance, personal and family
problems, adjustments of budget. It is @ medium of communications with you.
The Red Cross is your friend at Home and Abroad and the link between you

and your family.
EDNA ]. WAKEFIELD
Director, Home Service

315 LEXINGTON AVENUE TEL. MURRAY HILL 4-4455

American Red Cross card with instructions for serviceman and family. This was one of the
first documents Dad sent Mom after induction, and he explained to her the role of the Red
Cross as the communication link between the servicemen and their families.





