
 
A Half-Century Later 

By Allen A. Cramer 
 
 
The year is now 2001 when I started writing these memoirs: 
 
The following is not a diary or a log written at the time of the events herein described.  It 
is, rather, vivid memories of isolated happenings that occurred over half a century ago.  
 
The beginning of this adventure. 
 
World War II started when Germany invaded Poland in the late summer of l939.  
England and France immediately declared war on Germany.  I was only 14 years old and 
had just started high school.  On December 7, 1941 Japan attacked Pearl Harbor and the 
next day President Franklin Roosevelt asked Congress for a declaration of war against 
Japan. Congress did exactly that with no debate.  Germany, who was allied with Japan, 
then declared war on the United States.  We were in the war, I was 16 and in my 3rd year 
of high school.   
 
In the spring of 1943 I neared graduation and I was, like most boys my age, very anxious 
to be in the service and to be in uniform.  In June I enlisted in the Army but because I was 
not yet 18, the minimum age for active duty, I was placed in the Army Reserve.  I was 
told I would be called to active duty as soon as I reached the age of 18.   When my 
birthday came on July 2nd I was disappointed that I did not hear from the Army.  I waited 
patiently for two weeks and finally sent a letter to the General of The First Service 
Command in Boston telling him how eager I was.  By return mail I received my orders to 
report to Fort Devens plus the bus fare from Worcester to the fort in Ayer, Massachusetts.  
And thus began my World War II service.  
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Fort Devens, Massachusetts 
 
Fort Devens was an important part of the US Army’s operation in New England and the 
following paragraph comes from the Internet. 
 
In 1940, the first peacetime draft was instituted and Fort Devens became a reception 
center for men from all over New England.  Building boomed on the post.  More 
than 1200 wooden barracks were thrown together during the early days of World 
War II. 

 
My Few Days at Fort Devens 
July 1943 
 
I have only two memories of my days at Fort Devens during my introduction to military 
life.  I was eighteen years old, my first time away from home, still in civilian clothes and 
ready for this new adventure.  A group of us were gathered together by a soldier in 
uniform with a Pfc. stripe, which made him look like a high-ranking person to us.  He 
told us it was very important during our processing that we remember that we were in “F” 
Company.  In order that we should not forget that very important fact he said, “That is F 
Company, F as in Intercourse.”  I not only did not forget that during my time in this 
processing center, but I still remember it almost 58 years later. 
 
Shortly after this, and still in our civilian clothing, our Pfc. commander asked for 
volunteers for some special assignment.  No one volunteered.  The Pfc. picked a half 
dozen of us and soon I was in the back of an Army truck on the way to some road 
construction site. The next thing I knew I was down in a deep trench, a shovel in hand, 
and I was being ordered to dig and throw the dirt up and out of the trench.  My only firm 
memory of this event, as I contemplated how much I had wanted to be in the Army, was 
the thought that kept coming into my mind, “ Cramer, you’ve made a big mistake.” 
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St. Louis and The Union Train Station 
 
A few days later, now dressed like soldiers in suntan summer uniforms, a group of us 
were on a train headed for Camp Roberts in California for Infantry basic training.  One 
day around noon we pulled into St. Louis, at The Union Station.  The non-commissioned 
officer in charge said that we could have a couple of hours to leave the train and go out 
and see St. Louis.  I cannot remember who my companion was, or if there was more than 
one, but there I was walking around the streets of this very famous city.  I loved the 
feeling of being so far from home as I had never been further away from Massachusetts 
than New York City.  
 
These two hours spent just walking and looking at downtown buildings became another 
strong memory.  I never had the opportunity to revisit St. Louis until 1993 when, during 
our retirement, my wife, Natalie, and I stopped there on a motor trip to the mid-west.  As 
we walked toward The Union Station I was glad to see it still there in all its glory.  
However once inside, instead of a bustling railroad center, it had been converted into a 
shopping mall.  Such is life, but I really enjoyed being there and remembering when I had 
been there last almost exactly 50 years earlier. 
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Camp Roberts, California 
 
 
 
Here I spent eight weeks in infantry basic training, getting in better shape than I had ever 
been in, and learning to be very familiar with almost all the weapons used in the infantry. 
Like most infantrymen, my rifle became almost a part of my being.  
 
One evening, shortly after arriving in this camp, I was strolling across the almost empty 
battalion area and I was thinking about how homesick I was.  I passed another soldier 
coming in the opposite direction, hardly noticing him.  Suddenly I heard words like, “Hey 
there, soldier.”  When I turned around I realized I had walked by a Lieutenant, I had not 
saluted, and he was definitely not happy about that.  After getting a good bawling out I 
was told to be more aware next time that I see an officer.  I returned to my barracks 
feeling depressed and sat down to write a letter home telling of the incident.  A few days 
later I received a letter from my father in which he wrote something that I have never 
forgotten.  In response to my mentioning how I missed being home he replied, “ The City 
of Happiness is in the State of Mind.”  Somehow it worked like magic, I quickly 
thereafter became accustomed to Army life and really began to enjoy myself and this new 
life.  
 
The eight weeks went by quickly.  During this period we had many hikes of two miles 
and five miles, and I believe even a ten mile one.  We were told to prepare for the really 
big one that would come near the end of basic training, namely a twenty-five mile hike 
carrying not only our rifles but also a heavy full field pack.  When the time finally came 
we had the day off to rest and prepare for the hike.  It would be at night to avoid the 
September heat of southern California.   I have memories of walking each hour for fifty 
minutes and resting for ten. After the third or fourth hour of this everyone just collapsed 
on the ground for the ten-minute rest periods, often going into a deep but brief sleep.  The 
entire hike took something like eight or nine hours, and toward the end the entire 
company of about 200 men were more like walking zombies than soldiers.  Daylight 
finally came, and as we approached the camp an Army band met us.   The band formed in 
front of us, and as we followed them into camp and across the huge parade ground they 
played their stirring music.  We passed many other groups of solders drilling and most of 
them stopped to watch our return.  A miracle happened.  Instead of the bedraggled, 
exhausted group we had been just moments before, we straightened up, snapped to 
parade formation and, to the beat of the drums, we marched into camp like well-rested 
veterans. It was one of the real thrills of my military experience. 
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Army Specialized Training Program (ASTP) 
 
In the fall of 1943, with our basic training over, we who had been selected were shipped 
from Camp Roberts in California to Tacoma, Washington to be students at The College 
of Puget Sound.  The intended purpose of this was to take promising high school 
graduates and educate them and eventually to commission them as officers.  The plan 
was ill conceived and only lasted a few months.  By mid-winter the war, now being 
fought by US troops in North Africa, was going badly.  Two things happened.  First, 
parents all over America complained to their congressmen about their boys having to be 
in combat while the sons of the so called privileged were spending the war in college at 
government expense and getting paid for it.  They were, of course, quite right.  Second 
the Army commanders in Africa were complaining that when a junior officer like a 
lieutenant became a casualty there was no one among the uneducated infantry troops who 
could possibly assume command.  The commanders requested some bright young 
infantry soldiers.  
 
The answer was clear.  The students in the ASTP program were young and bright, they 
all had been through infantry basic training, and they were ready to be assigned to combat 
infantry divisions.  It was in mid-term, I believe around the beginning of February of 
1944, when we were told the program was being disbanded and we would be shipped 
back to an infantry outfit.  It had been about four months since I had traveled through the 
beautiful Oregon mountains to Washington State, and now I was taking the same train 
ride, only this time going south, back to California.  I became a rifleman in Co. A, 21st 
Armored Infantry Battalion of the 11th Armored Division at Camp Cooke, California. 
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The College of Puget Sound, Tacoma, Washington 
 
But I get ahead of myself.  I would like to mention that my time at Puget Sound was a 
pleasant few months.  We were soldiers, wearing uniforms, and living in very tight 
quarters.  We dressed in uniforms and reported at dawn each day for the reveille 
ceremonies.  The rest of the day was spent in math and physics classes and studying.  The 
student body was not large, a few hundred women students and about a couple of 
hundred soldiers.  Due to our being kept so busy by the Army we had little time for 
dating, but it was nice to be close to so many girls during the day.  Every morning the 
juke box in the dining hall would be playing music from “Oklahoma,” the musical that 
was so popular that year (1943) on Broadway.  I still remember the words to, “Oh, what a 
beautiful morning.” 
 
When we would line up outside Kittredge Hall, which was our dormitory building, early 
each morning the non-commissioned officers told us about the beautiful mountain that 
should be visible from where we stood.  It being Tacoma in the winter, all we saw were 
cloudy skies and lots of rainy days, but no mountain.  It was almost at the end of our stay 
when we lined up one sunny morning and off in the distance was the white-capped  
Mt. Rainier in all its glory. 
 
I cannot leave the story of Puget Sound without mentioning Harry Friedman.  He was a 
fellow soldier but I did not know him.  One night down in the common shower room we 
were the only ones taking showers.  I had been bothered with a sore on my ear for several 
days and I asked him to look at it and tell me if it looked serious.  He took one glance and 
then said that he had had a cousin with exactly the same thing and that this cousin had 
died shortly after getting it.  At the time I did not even know this soldier’s name, but I 
was convinced he had to be one of the world’s biggest jerks.  I don’t remember ever 
seeing him again at Puget Sound, but a couple of months later we were in the same 
company at the 11th Armored Division.  Six of us former ASTP soldiers became such 
close friends that the friendship is still intact this half-century later.  Harry Friedman and 
I were and are members of this extremely close-knit group. 
 
P.S.  In the year 1990 Natalie and I, on a motor trip, stopped in Tacoma and visited The 
College of Puget Sound.  Instead of a small college we now found the very large 
University of Puget Sound.  The street layout was so different that I could not identify the 
building that we had used as a barrack.  It being Saturday all the offices were closed.  We 
stopped at the library and asked a young student on duty there if she could direct us to the 
building where the soldiers stayed in World War II.   She did not have any idea and said 
“WORLD WAR II” as if I had said The Civil War or Revolutionary War.  After some 
searching we did find what I thought was the right building but the inside had been all 
done over and the rooms we had slept in were now offices.  When we returned home I 
wrote to the President of The University to verify whether I had picked the correct 
building.  He wrote back that he checked with the official university historian and I was 
right.  I did send him a contribution for the University as a way of saying thank you. 
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The Eleventh Armored Division 
Camp Cooke, California 
 
It was in mid-winter in early 1944 when we left the College of Puget Sound in Tacoma, 
Washington.  We left the Army Specialized Training Program (ASTP) behind and 
rejoined the real Army as part of the 11th Armored Division in Camp Cooke, California. 
 
Somehow in the reassignment of ASTP boys to the Eleventh Armored Division I was 
separated from practically everyone I knew and I was with a new group of strangers.  I 
was assigned to Company A of the 21st Armored Infantry Battalion.  This had now 
become a company of approximately 240 men and it was about evenly divided between 
the tough old infantry soldiers and the new ASTP college boys who had been sent here 
from several different colleges.  Each of the two groups had a funny kind of respect for 
the other.  We lived together and we trained together, but in our social life we were two 
distinct groups.  The two groups got along fine, never any problems but secretly we 
referred to “them” as The Neanderthal Men and we learned that they referred to us as 
The College Boys. 
 
 
Very Special Friends 
 
Not long after joining the 11th Armored Division a few of us became very close friends. 
There were six of us: Elmer (Dan) Danielson, Richard (Dick) Roth, Bob (Ace) Honodel,  
Maynard Garrison, Harold (Harry) Friedman, and me.  We referred to ourselves as the 
sexy six.  We were all ASTP boys with the exception of Honodel who was a washed out 
Army Air Corp pilot trainee.  
 
There was also a group of other ASTPers who became a close fringe group to our inner 
core. Among them were John D’Aquila, Robert (Bob) Ellis, Hans Grossgreuts, Kenneth 
(Kenny) King, and Julius LaRosa.  
 
All but one of us survived the war; Julius LaRosa was killed in action.  Of the six in the 
core group four of us are still alive today.  Dick Roth died in l990, and Maynard Garrison 
died earlier, but I do not know the date of his death.  
 
My closest friends were Dan Danielson and Dick Roth, but I really liked all the members 
of this expanded group. Today, more than a half-century later, The Danielsons, The 
Honodels, D’Aquila and his friend Myron, Dick Roth’s widow, Barbara, and Natalie and 
I are still very close and try to meet at least once every few years.  After several decades 
Ken King made contact and he and his wife Ginny now living in Michigan have been to 
our last two reunions at Lancaster, PA in 2000 and in Ottawa, Canada in 2002. 
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Back to Camp Cooke and back to 1944 
 
 
 
The months seemed to fly by as we trained to become expert infantrymen.  All of us in 
our group were privates and all but one were riflemen.  John D’Aquila was a medical aid 
man at the battalion aid station.  He spent most of his spare time with us at Co. A.  We 
trained hard and we became hard bodied.  We became expert marksmen with our rifles 
and learned how to operate all the infantry weapons from hand grenades to the 50 caliber 
machine guns that were mounted on each of our half-tracks.  
 
We had most weekends off from Saturday noon until Monday morning and we traveled 
for three hours each way to Hollywood most of those weekends.  Sometimes the Army 
provided transportation in Army trucks, at other times we would get a ride from one of 
the older Neanderthal men who had a car.  In Hollywood we often went to The 
Hollywood Guild where lovely young Jewish girls from the local B’nai B’rith were there 
to join us for a swim in the pool or to eat and converse.  Harry Friedman and I were the 
only Jews in this group but the rest of the “troops” seemed to love the company of these 
girls.  At other times we would go to famous Hollywood places like The Lux Radio 
Theater, Earl Carroll’s Night Club and the Brown Derby Restaurant.  This period of the 
spring and summer of 1944 was a very happy period for me.  I was a successful 
infantryman, I had wonderful friends, we were having great fun, and being privates we all 
had a carefree existence. We did what we were told and we had no decisions to make.  
 
My one and only furlough 
 
At the end of May I got my one and only furlough.  Bob Ellis, also from Worcester, 
Massachusetts, and I traveled together on a cross-country train to spend a week at home 
with our families.  While home in early June of 1944 I awoke in my bed in our Vassar St. 
house to learn the news that “D Day” had happened, that the allied Armies of Britain and 
The United States had landed on the shores of Normandy in France and the invasion of 
Hitler’s Europe was underway.  The battle casualties of the troops landing on those 
beaches was horrendous and all I could think of was how lucky I was to be home in 
Worcester and not there in Normandy. 
 
The highlight of my furlough was seeing Natalie.  We had been corresponding while I 
was away and it was great to see her and spend some time with her.  We did not yet have 
a serious relationship, but I already knew that there was no other girl that I wanted to be 
with. When I returned to the Army we kept writing to each other until I returned home. 
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Final Weeks at Camp Cooke, California 
 
By mid-June of 1944 I had finished my furlough, said goodbye to my mother and father 
and my younger brothers, Russell and Howard.  I met Bob Ellis and we traveled back to 
California by train.  
 
After this brief respite at home in Worcester I was once again an infantry rifleman.  It 
was good to be back among my close friends and we enjoyed our lives as privates with 
no real responsibilities.  The officers and non-coms trained us hard but most weekends, 
from Saturday noon, we had off, and as I mentioned before, we spent most of those 
weekends in the Hollywood neighborhood of Los Angeles.  It was a pleasant summer. 
Before we leave the Camp Cooke period I must mention a couple of incidents that I 
shared with my very close friend, Dick Roth.  
 
 
The Dental Appointments 
 
On a Saturday morning Dick and I had dental appointments at the camp clinic.  We were 
excused from duty that morning and right after our early breakfast, we walked the mile or 
so to the clinic. When we arrived there they determined that neither of us had an 
emergency situation and they rescheduled our appointments for the next Saturday 
morning.  We were told to report back to our Company.  On the walk back Dick, the 
perfect “goldbrick” (meaning a person who knew how to avoid unpleasant duties), 
suggested that we not return until close to noon and thus avoid the morning training 
period.  I, a good goldbrick myself, quickly agreed and as we were passing a section of 
the camp that had no buildings, we left the roadway and wandered into a field of very 
high grass.  After going into the field for a few hundred feet, we settled down in the foot 
high grass to relax and perhaps take a nap.  I don’t know how long we rested there, but 
suddenly there was a thunderous noise of approaching motorized vehicles.  We both 
jumped up and saw, approaching our very resting spot, several tanks from our division’s 
tank battalions.  They were so close we did not have time to discuss our plight but took 
off at our fastest run back to the roadway.  It was quite a scare but when we realized we 
were safe we laughed at our foolishness at almost getting killed just to avoid a few hours 
of training.  I believe we shared this with our close friends but that is as far as this story 
ever went. 
 
The Motor Pool Story 
 
On another early Saturday morning Dick and I were volunteered for a special assignment. 
That means that the sergeant said, “ Roth and Cramer you have just volunteered.”   We 
were driven to the camp motor pool and dropped off.  We joined a group of about 25 or 
so other soldiers.  A motor pool sergeant told us that our duty for the rest of the morning 
would be to scrape rust off of old tanks with oil and steel wool.  When we were lined up  
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in a column of twos, Dick and I were the last ones in the column.  As we walked by many 
old army vehicles we saw an ambulance with the back doors open.  Roth grabbed my arm 
and next thing I knew we had left the column and were inside the ambulance.  Since we 
were at the end of the line no one realized that we had disappeared.  The ambulance had 
two nice cots and we spent a delightful morning lying on our backs instead of being out 
in the sun and scrubbing rusty old tanks. Someone had left a copy of the Army  
newspaper, The Stars and Stripes.  As we read the paper, Dick remarked, with shocked 
surprise, that goldbricking had become a wide spread problem.  Around noontime we 
could hear the approach of the column of men returning from their chores.  As they 
passed the ambulance we quietly stepped out and rejoined the rear of the column.  We 
marched back to the place where we would get rides back to our company area.  The 
sergeant and the other soldiers, none of whom we had ever seen before that day, ever 
knew that we had not been with them all morning.  This became a memory that Dick and 
I laughed about for many years after. 
 
The last days at Camp Cooke 
 
The hot California summer of 1944 was coming to an end and as September arrived I 
suddenly became very ill with something resembling a very bad cold.  That weekend my 
group of friends decided that they would not go to Los Angeles as usual but would take 
the longer trip to San Francisco.  I was unable to accompany them as I was sent to the 
Camp hospital.  As it turned out there were no more opportunities for weekend passes in 
California and I did not get to see San Francisco until Natalie and I were on our cross- 
country motor trip some 46 years later in l990.  I was so glad to finally see this city, a 
place I had always regretted missing. 
 
While I was in the hospital, orders arrived for the 11th Armored Division to move out and 
start their journey to Europe and to combat.  As I lay in my hospital bed I was informed 
that I had officially been transferred out of the 11th and that they did not have time to wait 
for anyone that was not ready to go.  I was feeling much better, and although the doctors 
had not released me, I got dressed and left the hospital and walked the mile or so back to 
my company headquarters.  I asked the First Sergeant in the office if I could possibly see 
Captain Dowdle.  In a minute or two I was first saluting and then talking to our company 
commander.  I believe it was the first words I had ever had with the Captain who was so 
far up the chain of command that a private had few, if any, such opportunities.  I 
explained that I did not want to be left behind, that I felt fine and that I could easily be 
discharged from the hospital with a word from him.  The Captain looked amazed and 
asked if I understood that we were going overseas and that we surely would soon be in 
combat.  When I told him I wanted to be with the company he congratulated me for being 
such a worthy soldier and immediately arranged for me to be transferred back to my 
original outfit.  I did not think this was, in any way, a brave thing.  All that I wanted to do 
was to remain with my close friends.  I also realized that as a loose infantry-trained 
rifleman I would soon be reassigned to some other outfit, probably in combat, and I 
would be among strangers.  I was so happy to be back where I belonged. 
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September 14, 1944---We leave California behind 
 
Although some of the division left a few days earlier, it was on September 14 that our 
battalion, the 21st Armored Infantry Battalion, boarded a Southern Pacific troop train and 
began chugging eastward. 
 
 
On September 19 the battalion arrived at Camp Kilmer, New Jersey.   
 
By this time even we privates realized that we were headed for Europe although only the 
high officers were told what our exact destination would be. 
 
We spent a few days getting prepared.  Some of the men got passes and Harry Friedman 
and a few of our group went to visit his parents in nearby Ridgewood, NJ.  I was on some 
kind of duty and did not go on this outing.  The only real memory I have of our few days 
at Camp Kilmer was the special G.I. haircut all the enlisted men were required to get.  
We were taken in small groups to a huge barbershop with several barbers.  They 
proceeded to cut most of the hair off of our heads.  They did not use scissors much, if at 
all, but with their electric razors they merely shaved our hair down to the last quarter 
inch.  We did look weird and it would have been embarrassing except for the fact that all 
the other men looked exactly the same.  I can remember that I thought what a nice job 
these barbers had.  They were all soldiers who were assigned to this duty that prepared 
men to go off to combat while they stayed behind giving haircuts. 
 
 
 
September 27, 1944 ---we leave for Europe 
 
The battalion was on a train again, but this time the ride was short.  We were soon at 
 New York harbor’s Pier 51.  We climbed aboard the U.S.S. Hermitage -- the flagship of 
a convoy bound across the Atlantic. Two days later, on September 29, the convoy sailed 
east.  It took 12 days to make the crossing.  Our company got the bad luck of being put on 
permanent KP for the trip.  It was easier for the officers to have one group do this work 
rather than assigning new men every day as we did back in camp. We worked a few 
hours and had an hour or two between each meal to relax.  I remember the hard work in 
the kitchen, but I also remember the thrill of going out on deck when we had rest breaks.  
I had never been far out to sea before and I was amazed at the size of the huge waves.  
The weather actually was beautiful and I do not know just how high the waves were but 
they looked to be at least 50 feet.  The Hermitage had been an Italian cruise ship that had 
been captured by the U.S. Navy and then converted into a troop carrier. 
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We Proceeded To Cross The Atlantic Ocean 
 
 
We were in a convoy of many vessels, some carrying other units of our division, plus 
many Navy destroyers that kept moving in and around the other ships.  The destroyers 
were there to protect the convoy from German submarines.  One day, while I was on 
deck, I witnessed a great increase in the activity of the Naval ships as they darted back 
and forth through and around the convoy.  We were later told that they had had evidence 
of a nearby submarine but they had been able to scare it away. 
 
 
I must mention the sleeping arrangements for us enlisted men.  In extremely close 
quarters there were rows of very narrow bunks, one above the other, separated top to 
bottom by only a few inches. When the four or five men were in place and anyone except 
the top man had to get out, it was so tight that he would have to prod the man above him 
to get out so that he could slide out.  I have no idea where the officers slept, and I cannot 
remember ever seeing any of our officers on the entire trip.  I guess they were in first 
class while we were in steerage.  At one point while wondering about those parts of the 
ship that were open to us, I found the sleeping rooms of the Navy personal that were 
operating the ship.  Although they were not grand, by comparison to the way we were 
crowded in, the sailors’ accommodations looked almost luxurious.  Of course we would 
be on this ship for less than two weeks while this was their permanent assignment.  
 
 
As I mentioned previously, even though the weather was beautiful every day, the effect 
of the huge mid-ocean waves made many of the soldiers very seasick. I was lucky and 
felt fine for the entire trip, however every time I visited the washroom I observed several 
men vomiting.  
 
 
Despite the crowded sleeping arrangements and the long hours of work everyday in the 
kitchen, I really enjoyed this trip, especially the time spent out on the deck looking to the 
horizon in every direction and seeing nothing but the rest of the convoy and the endless 
ocean.  The only reason that this whole experience was not a joy was the knowledge of 
where we were going and what might lie ahead for us.  We did still not know our exact 
landing destination.      
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We arrive in England 
 
The Hermitage docked at Southampton, England on October 10. 1944.  Another train 
awaited us and took us to Camp Upton Lovell in Wiltshire.  We would spend the next 
two months there for the final training and preparation for combat. 
 
We arrived late in the day at this small and bleak looking camp.  It did not accommodate 
many soldiers.  My memory is that there was only room for a company or two, in other 
words about 500 men.  There were no permanent buildings, the entire camp being made 
up of Quonset huts. We were crowded into these quarters where we would sleep in 
double-tiered bunk beds that were extremely close to each other.  Below is a picture of 
what a wartime Quonset hut looked like. 

 

 
 
That very first evening we were allowed to leave the camp and walk the mile or so to the 
nearby town.  With a friend or two I did just that. It was very dark and dangerous to walk 
along the side of the road.  Because of the possibility of air raids there were no 
streetlights on.  Even vehicles driving this country lane were driving without their 
headlights lit.  I needed to buy some writing paper so that I could write home and tell 
them that we had safely made the ocean crossing and that we were “Somewhere in 
Europe.”  The tiny store had one clerk who asked me for something like two and seven.  I 
was mystified and asked, “ two what and seven what?”  I soon learned that that meant 
two shillings and seven pence.  I now knew I really was in England. 
 
We were up early every morning and did some special training that was new to us.  An 
example of this was learning how to cross a small river in inflatable rafts.  We had our 
regular training with weapons and hikes etc and were kept very busy.  We were given 
passes almost every weekend and our group of friends went to London almost every 
Saturday to stay overnight. Transportation was easy and free as the British Railways 
allowed American soldiers and sailors to ride without charge. This was part of their way 
of repaying all the lend-lease equipment The United States had given to England.  We 
were able to get bunk beds in the London Red Cross Building.  The cost was very 
nominal; I believe it was only about one dollar.  But I will write more about London later.                  
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Stonehenge 
 
One day during our two months in England our officers told us that they had a real treat 
for us.  They were going to take us on an outing; in fact it would be sort of a sightseeing 
excursion.  We mounted up on the company trucks and we rode for quite a long ride. 
When we dismounted we were at the site of Stonehenge. I will insert a picture and brief 
text of this place. 
 
 

 
 

You must remember that my friends and I were only 19 years old, had never traveled 
much before this Army experience, and were very unsophisticated about things like 
Stonehenge.  Our reaction was one of being very much “under-whelmed” and we 
wondered why they had bothered to make us ride in the uncomfortable trucks just to see 
these stones.  It was not until much later that we learned what a rich experience this 
should have been, and what a privilege it was to be able to visit this world famous place. 
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Weekends In London 
 
In our almost two months in England, prior to going over to France and to combat, we 
had a wonderful time on weekends.  Our small group of close friends managed to get to 
London almost every weekend from Saturday noon until late Sunday night when we 
would return to Camp Upton Lovell.  London, in 1944, was a beautiful city with many 
old and beautiful buildings and lovely streets.  There were no high-rise buildings here and 
London had the look of a unique and very European city.  Below is a typical street scene. 
 
 

 
 
Wartime London during daylight hours seemed like a normal city, and except for so 
many uniformed men, and a few uniformed women, it was hard to believe that we were 
so close to the brutal war in continental Europe. When the sun set London became a city 
without any lights.  The streets were still full of people, many walked with flashlights to 
break the darkness.  The raids by the Luftwaffe, the German Air Force, were a thing of 
the past, but Germany had developed the V2 Rocket and was sending them over to land 
and explode in London.  Because there were not many of these rockets, and since London 
was a very large geographical area, most people, including us, went about our business. 
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London’s Theater District 
 
 
On our weekends in London we often went to stage shows.  London had, and still has 
these fifty years later, a very strong live-theater district rivaling New York’s Broadway.  
We were surprised by the British custom of pausing between the acts to have tea served 
right at your seat.  Before the show started we would place our order and give them our 
seat location.  Tea meant not only tea but also a variety of small finger sandwiches.  My 
friends and I loved this custom of tea and a snack during these intermissions.  I do not 
remember much about any of the shows we saw with one exception.  I remember going 
to see Noel Coward in a play that he wrote and acted in.  He was already famous in 
England and The United States and we were thrilled to have seen him in person.  I cannot 
remember the name or the plot of the play, but I know we enjoyed it very much and that 
it was a musical and Noel Coward sang as well as acted. 
 
   
 

 
 
 
At this vantage point of more than fifty years later I am amazed that we had money for 
everything we wanted to do.  We were, after all, only privates making a bit over $50.00 
per month.  From that figure they deducted our life insurance premium, and most of us 
had a voluntary automatic withdrawal of $18.00 to buy a @25.00 War Bond.  Yet even 
with the pittance left to us we managed to see plays and often went to quite decent 
London restaurants for a good meal, and occasionally even a glass of wine or beer. It is 
strange that the good memories outlast the ones that were ordinary or unpleasant. And so 
as I think back to our seven or eight weeks in England I think very little of what went on 
at Camp Upton Lovell and think often of our wonderful weekends in London.  
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The move to France 
Time for serious business: 
 
Just before departure from England the word came down that each squad must have two 
bazooka men.  One would carry the bazooka and the other the bag of several large 
bazooka shells. The bazooka was more or less a tube of about 4 inches in diameter and 
about five or six feet long. No volunteers were asked for and my buddy Ken King and I 
were chosen in our squad.  Ken would carry the bazooka and I would carry the highly 
dangerous shells.  These were to be used should we encounter an enemy tank.  However a 
bullet or piece of shrapnel hitting the bag of explosive shells would be a disaster for the 
man carrying them, namely me.  We were given a very quick lesson on how to load and 
fire the thing.  I was told that when we got into a combat situation I was to follow 
wherever Ken King went since his bazooka would be worthless without the shells.  

 
Our brief, very enjoyable, and relatively safe stay in England ended on December 15, 
1944.  We were driven to Southampton and we boarded a ship to cross the English 
Channel.  The next day, December 16, we were in camp at Barneville, France.  By the 
word “camp” I mean we were in the open countryside where we pitched our pup tents 
and tried to stay warm and dry.  Heavy rains greeted our arrival.  The 21st Armored 
Infantry Battalion History says, “that the rains were so heavy that the roads and fields 
were turned into quagmires. Everyone shivered in the cold and damp.”  

 

 
I have very vivid memories of the couple of days here in Barneville.  The first night I had 
carefully pitched my pup tent and dug the required drainage trench around the tent so that 
the interior would stay dry.  Please remember that it was December and quite cold. To 
sleep I climbed into my sleeping bag with my rifle inside the bag with me, my field jacket 
was rolled up to be somewhat of a pillow.  If I had expected a peaceful night I was 
mistaken. There were no Germans to threaten us here, but the weather was unrelenting.  It 
continued to pour and my drainage ditch proved inadequate. Soon my tent was filled with 
running icy cold water that seeped right into my sleeping bag.  I spent the rest of the night 
trying to fix the situation, to no avail, and found myself very tired, very cold, and very 
wet the next morning. 
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A second memory---Barneville, France 
December l944 
 
 
It was still raining hard the next morning.  I must bring up the indelicate subject of 
moving one’s bowels.  Although they never show this in Army or war movies, soldiers, 
like all other beings, must continue normal bodily functions.  When outdoors and formed 
into a makeshift campground we dug latrine ditches.  This is a ditch about a foot across, 
about a foot deep and about 6 feet or so long.  This facility was out in the open and 
privacy was not a concern.  Four men could use this ditch at the same time.  The etiquette 
required that the two men in the middle faced each other as they squatted over the ditch 
and the two men on the outside faced out away from the others.  In this way no one had 
to view the backside of the other users.  
 
The reason I had to explain this is to help you understand why this next episode remains 
so clearly in my memory well over a half-century later.  I was cold, I was wet, and I 
needed to use the latrine ditch.  As it happened no one else was using it at the time and I 
positioned myself to do the task at hand.  As I squatted there in the pouring rain, and 
totally miserable, most passing soldiers ignored this all too familiar sight.  But my bad 
luck had it that two or three of my close buddies came strolling by.  For some reason they 
thought the sight of their friend in this position, with rain pouring down on him, was the 
funniest thing they had ever seen.  They stayed laughing and heckling so that the 
unfortunate situation moved from miserable to even worse.  Soldiers have a way of 
making the best of bad situations and my friends were trying to do that for themselves, 
but at the time I did not really appreciate it.  However this ability to make light of very 
serious situations would come in handy as we entered combat a short time later.  
 
 
The move toward St. Nazaire, France 
 
We stayed in Barneville only a couple of days before our division was on the move.  I 
will quote from the official history of the 21st Armored Infantry Battalion’s official 
history as it appears on the Internet.  
 
“The battalion was ordered to move south to St. Nazaire.  We moved out on December 
18th and traveled 120 miles to near Rennes.  The men stayed in camp the next day and 
got ready to move on December 20th. 
 
We were told that when the American Army had taken over that western part of France 
one German division had become trapped out on the peninsular at St. Nazaire.  A division 
of Americans had been blocking the Germans from leaving their position with their backs 
against the Atlantic Ocean. We heard that our orders were to relieve these Americans and 
then to either keep the Germans from leaving or perhaps to (what the official battalion 
history says) “ clear out a pocket of stubborn German resistance at St. Nazaire” 
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A change of orders 
 
We stayed in camp at Rennes for a day and prepared to move again on December 20th.  
There were rumors that orders would be changed, but nobody (especially the enlisted 
men) seemed to know why or where our battalion, or for that matter the entire 11th 
Armored Division, was headed.  The ‘why’ was several miles northeast in the Ardennes 
Forest of Belgium.   
 
I enclose a map of France and nearby countries so that you can see where we were. You 
can just see Southampton in southern England where we embarked for France. We landed 
in the area called (in French) Normandie.  If you move south you will find Rennes, which 
was as far south as we ever got, and if your eye will move directly south you will find 
Nantes.   
 
St. Nazaire, that had been our destination, is on the Atlantic shore and almost exactly 
west of Nantes.  If you look at the top of the map you will see Belgium where our most 
urgent new assignment awaited us. 
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Starting on Dec. 20, 1944 
Although we, the enlisted men and probably the junior officers, did not know exactly 
why we suddenly began the long 500 mile dash northward, we did hear rumors that the 
Germans had broken through the allied lines and all available combat troops were 
needed.  We found out eventually, as the battalion History reports, that the Germans had 
massed a huge Army and had launched a desperate counterattack against thinly held 
American lines, pushing the Americans back in what would become known as The Battle 
of The Bulge. 
But let me explain what moving a full Armored division is like. The 11th Armored 
Division was made up of 9 major battalions of about 1000 men each. There were three 
battalions of armored infantry who traveled in half-tracks (picture below), three battalions 
of armored artillery who traveled in armored vehicles that carried large artillery pieces, 
and three battalions of tanks. There was another group of armored cavalry who traveled, 
not on horses, but in armored cars. An armored car was more closed in than a half-track 
and had four wheels. It could move much faster and was to be used as scouting etc. to be 
the eyes and ears of the division.  All in all we had over 10,000 men in many hundreds of 
vehicles.  

 
Please note that the armor plate was just high enough to protect the occupants from 
bullets and shrapnel, but it was open on the top so that artillery and motor shells could 
drop right in.  The canvas cover was not in place when transporting troops.  In combat the 
visor dropped down to cover the windshield leaving a peephole for the driver to look out 
of.  There were two wheels in the front but the rear of the vehicle was on treads similar to 
that of a tank Thus came the name of “half-track”.  It is not visible in the picture but up in 
front in the center, next to the driver, was mounted a fifty-caliber machine gun, a very 
potent weapon. 
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The ride to Belgium 
 
 
 
The ride was not too comfortable.  Up front was the driver, the squad sergeant, and also 
our half-track carried the platoon leader, Lt. Lamonica.  In the back were the twelve men 
of the squad, six on each side facing in.  We were squad number one of the first platoon 
of Co A. of the 21st Armored Infantry Battalion.  I am not sure of this, but we were told 
that at the speed of about 10 miles per hour that we traveled at, it would take 
approximately 24 hours for the entire division to pass a given point.  We were told that a 
half-track got about 2 miles to the gallon of gasoline, and the tanks used about 2 gallons 
to go one mile. 
 
 
We did stop at night. We camped out and it was good to get out of the vehicles and walk 
around a bit. As we progressed north we were warned that we could encounter the enemy 
at any moment, so the camp had to set up guard posts all around our positions each night. 
We privates had to take turns at guarding in two-hour shifts.  I well remember a few 
times being on guard duty, all alone in the middle of the night some hundreds of feet 
from the campsite.  We did not really believe we were that close to the Germans, but 
since we could not be sure, it was two hours of peering out into the darkness and trying to 
not let the imagination take over from realty. 
 
 
The next few days seemed to pass quickly and we knew we were finally headed into 
combat, something we had been well trained for, but something not many of us looked 
forward to. 
 
 
Our food was decent, the cooks having kept up with the rifle squads.  On Christmas Day 
we were getting nearer to our destination, but still far enough away that we could stop our 
travels and enjoy a full turkey dinner. It seemed so strange to be enjoying this wonderful 
holiday dinner in the cold outdoors of northern France in the winter.  
 
 
Although we enlisted men did not know it at the time, the official History tells us that on 
Dec 26 our 11th “ Thunderbolt” Armored Division was ordered forward to protect 
Bastogne’s crucial lifeline, the Bastogne-Neufchateau Road.  It would be only a short 
while until our “baptism of fire”.   
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Our entrance into the combat zone and into Belgium 
 
 

 
 

 
Before proceeding with my personal experiences I would like to point out on the map the 
approximate area where these so important days of my life unfolded.  Our area of initial 
combat was south of Bastogne between that city and Neufchateau.  You can find 
Bastogne on the above map right on the 50 degree line at the far eastern part of Belgium 
and near the border with Luxembourg.  Neufchateau does not appear on the map but it is 
about half way between Bertrix and Luxembourg.  Bertrix can be found southwest of 
Bastogne on the map. 
 
 
Our division officially arrived at the combat zone on December 23, 1944 but we did not 
enter Belgium and advance north to Neufchateau until December 29, 1944 (this from the 
official history of The Eleventh Armored Division.)  The next morning, Dec. 30, we 
jumped off just before daylight and we were very soon in actual combat with the enemy. 
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The Battle of the Bulge 
 
Before resuming my personal narrative, I would like to insert two sections from the 
Encyclopedia Britannica that will briefly explain this battle and the serious number of 
casualties that occurred on both sides. 
 

 
The Eleventh Armored Division was part of General Patton’s Third Army. 
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Our introduction to the Battle of The Bulge 
 
Early in the morning of December 30, 1944 we rode our half-tracks into combat.  The 
enemy seemed to be waiting for us and almost immediately we came under fire from the 
German 88 artillery guns.  Thus was our introduction to combat.  
 
 
 
The next four days (and nights) 
 
Memory has a way of crowding traumatic events so that the exact chronological sequence 
is impossible for me to establish.  I know what came first and what came last, but some of 
the incidents in between that I will try to describe may therefore be in random sequence.  
 
 
 
The first injury 
 
With the first shell that landed in our area, spraying its deadly shrapnel, there were 
injuries in our company.  I did not see this actually happen, but word soon spread that one 
of those injured was my very close friend, Dan Danielson.  Dan was in another platoon of 
our company and I had some trouble finding out how serious his wound was.  I was 
assured by members of his squad that the injuries did not appear too serious and that he 
had been removed and was on his way to a field hospital.  It would be several months 
until I saw Danny again when he returned to our company.  I was overjoyed to see that he 
was OK and had fully recovered from his wound. 
 
 
 
An early incident 
 
During the first hours of this first day in combat only one clear incident stands out.  
Shells from the German 88s were dropping in as we advanced on foot, and some of our 
soldiers were sustaining wounds.  We were in a country scene with no buildings in sight.  
The terrain was flat, the weather clear but cold, and a few inches of snow was on the 
ground.  At one point after hearing a shell coming in very close I felt a terrific bang on 
my lower leg.  It was severe enough that I thought I must have been wounded by a piece 
of shrapnel.  I looked down at my leg and did not see any break in my clothing nor was 
any blood visible.  Upon further inspection I realized that I had probably been hit by a 
rock thrown up by the exploding German shells. The pain in my leg soon went away and 
all that I suffered was a bruise. I went on with my squad and considered myself lucky.  I 
tell this story because it will have more meaning later in this narrative.  
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Digging the foxholes 

 
I must mention the nights.  In my four days in this Battle of the Bulge combat experience, 
there were only three nights.  All three nights were basically the same and at this point I 
cannot distinguish one from the other.  As each day ended we would stop and plan to stay 
for the night.  Since the enemy could easily lob in artillery shells during the night, as they 
had been doing during the daylight, each soldier had to dig his own foxhole so that he 
could get a little cover from any flying shrapnel.  The problem was that this was winter 
and the ground under the snow cover was frozen solid.  We each had a small pick and 
shovel in our equipment that we carried, and with these primitive tools it was extremely 
hard to dig a hole just big enough to scrunch down enough to keep your body and head 
below the surface of the ground.  Despite the difficulty, each of us soon had a hole dug, 
as our very lives might depend on it. 
 
 
Bodily functions 
 
During these very cold nights there was some time for naps, never real deep sleeping.  
This was also the time to climb out and perform necessary bodily functions.  Speaking of 
which, you might ask, “Where did we get the toilet paper?”   One of the things the books 
and movies never mention is that infantrymen had the inside of their helmet liners stuffed 
with toilet paper which had been put there for this very purpose. 
 
 
No atheists in foxholes 
 
Although I have considered myself an atheist since my early teen years, I must admit that 
I did a little praying in those foxholes.  During the days our company was having heavy 
losses and each night I felt fortunate to have survived the day.  Although I was not a true 
believer I figured it wouldn’t hurt and so I asked whatever God there might be to 
continue to protect me from harm. 
 
 
A false report of my death 
 
One of the mornings it was very quiet.  While the officers were getting orders about our 
next move forward, the soldiers of our company were sort of milling around waiting.  
Suddenly a few men from one of the other three platoons, who were walking by our 
squad, saw me and came running over and expressed how happy they were to see me 
alive and well.  I was totally surprised and they explained that the word had been passed 
around the night before about who had been killed and who had been taken away 
wounded.  The story they heard was that I had been among the killed that day.  They 
were truly so happy, as was I, that the report was false and that I was still alive and well.  
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A moment of humor 
 
At one point an incident happened that was not at all funny, but it struck me as so strange 
that I did laugh.  One member of our intimate group of very close friends was Bob 
Honodel of Washington State.  Our platoon was advancing through the few inches of 
snow on the ground and approaching an area that had some trees growing fairly close 
together. It was quiet at the moment, not a German was in sight and their artillery was 
also quiet.  When we were about twenty-five or so feet from the first of the trees Bob 
suddenly took out one of his hand grenades, pulled the pin and yelled, “Don’t anybody 
move, I’m about to throw a grenade.”  He then threw it into the area where the trees were. 
Since there did not seem to be any enemy around at the time, and no sergeant or officer 
had indicated that that would have been an appropriate action, the rest of us within 
earshot were very surprised.  In that circumstance, with us all on our feet and proceeding 
forward, it was a dangerous thing to do.  He did throw the grenade and luckily no one 
was hurt from the fragments.  It all happened so quickly there had not been time to yell at 
Bob not to do it, but when it was over and I realized what my friend had done, it struck 
me as a funny thing and I had my first laugh in several days.  Even as I think of that 
moment, now over fifty years later, the emotion of that incident still brings a smile to my 
face. 
 
 
 
Another thought from the foxhole 
 
One of the nights while sitting cold, uncomfortable, and alone in my tiny foxhole my 
mind contemplated the situation I found myself in.  During the daytime we were 
advancing but almost always under the fire of the German Artillery.  Our company was 
sustaining a great many casualties, wounded and killed.  As I sat there in the cold and the 
dark it occurred to me that this entire experience was not only the worst time I had ever 
had, but that if I was lucky enough to live through this war I would never experience a 
worse time, no matter what happened.  Now as I think back over this half century I can 
think of only one time that I felt was worse.  That was in 1980 when my wife Natalie was 
diagnosed with uterine cancer and I was so frightened that I might lose her.  Fortunately 
she was a survivor. Other than that I guess I was right with my foxhole thought since I 
have been very lucky and no other problem ever came close to being in the same category 
as those days and nights in Belgium. 
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Ken King and the bazooka 
 
You may remember (see top of page 17) that, just before we left England, Ken and I were 
chosen to be the bazooka team for our squad.  My orders were to stay close to Ken when 
we were in combat situations, as he carried the bazooka and I carried the bag of several 
large shells in a canvas bag.  One day, as we were advancing forward up a snow-covered 
rise in the terrain, I followed Ken as we ran up the hill.  He was about a hundred feet in 
front of me when he came to a short barbed-wired fence.  Other solders were jumping 
right over it, but when Ken tried that the bazooka and its straps got caught in the barbed 
wire.  Ken tried for several seconds to unhook the bazooka from the fence, but he was 
unable to accomplish this.  The rest of our squad continued running forward.  I could 
almost see Ken shrug his shoulders before he jumped over the fence and left the bazooka 
behind.  A moment later I arrived at the fence. I looked at the bazooka, and figured the 
large bazooka shells I was carrying would be of no value without the bazooka.  I slipped 
the heavy bag from my shoulder and left it with its contents on the ground, and I too then 
jumped over the fence.  Ken and I were thus reverted back to regular riflemen and no 
one, no officer or non-com, ever seemed to notice that we were so unburdened.  Some 
fifty years later when I mentioned this entire episode to Ken, he had forgotten it 
completely.  He did admit that the bazooka did seem to disappear but he had no memory 
of leaving it at that fence.  I have been so grateful that he had done that because within a 
couple of days I would be wounded with a shrapnel wound to my back, just where I 
would have carried the bag of highly explosive shells.  I am quite certain that if I had still 
been carrying that bag it would have exploded and I would have disappeared. 
 
Capturing my prisoner 
 
I think the following happened in the late morning.  Our squad of twelve men approached 
a hill.  Our sergeant told us to separate so that we were several yards apart from each 
other and slowly we walked up the hill, our rifles at the ready.  At the top of this hill was 
a row of hedges.  Just before we got to the top a German soldier came out from behind 
the bushes and came toward me with his hands up over his head.  I motioned to him to 
stop and stand there. Some of my squad members came over to help and as they watched 
my prisoner I stepped behind the bushes where this German had been hiding.  To my 
shock I saw a machine gun and realized that, had he chosen, he could have killed our 
entire squad as we walked up that hill.  We assumed that the Germans, when they saw the 
Americans advancing, decided to leave and left this one soldier behind to slow us down.  
Our prisoner must have decided that his best chance of survival was to surrender.  I felt 
that I had been spared an almost certain death.  The sergeant gave me the honor, since it 
was my prisoner, to take him to the foot of the hill and turn him over to our officers at 
that location.  The German was a young kid like we were, probably under twenty years 
old.  I asked later on what they did with him and I was told they had to shoot him, as we 
had no facility to handle prisoners.  I was soon to be in the hospital and I never did find 
out if that was true, but things like that did happen in our war.  I hope to this day that this 
episode did not end like that. 
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Private First Class Fisher 
 
Back in California and again in England Pfc. Fisher, who was a member of our company, 
was always complaining that we were wasting time doing so much training.  He was so 
eager to get into real combat.  After a few days of combat and seeing our company of 
about 240 men down to about half that number, I happened to pass by Pfc. Fisher and I 
remember well my exact words and his exact answer.  I said,” Well, Fisher, how do you 
like it?” Fisher answered, “ I didn’t think it was going to be like this.”  As we parted 
company I wondered what he thought it was going to be like. 
 
The Day of the Dismount and Pfc. Yost 
 
Let me remind you that the armored infantry was much like any other infantry with the 
exception that we rode into battle in half-tracks.  These vehicles were made of heavy 
armor; they had tracks for the back two thirds of the vehicle but regular front wheels.  
The important part to remember is that the top was totally open.  Up front were the driver 
and the squad leader who was a sergeant.  In the back, in two rows facing each other, 
were the approximately twelve riflemen making up the rest of the squad.  Because we 
were the first squad in the platoon we also carried the platoon leader who was a 
lieutenant.  So up front Lt. Lamonica rode with the driver and the sergeant.  
 
On one of our days (I believe it was the last of my four days in The Battle of The Bulge) 
we were driving forward across a field and approaching a wooded area.  The Germans 
saw us and were dropping artillery shells all around us as we drove forward.  All of us sat 
crouched down as low as possible to get what protection the sides of the half track 
afforded.  Suddenly, with the sounds of the exploding shells and the shrapnel hitting the 
sides of the vehicle, Lt. La Monica turned to the squad and yelled,  “DISMOUNT”.                                                              
 
At first no one moved.  Each of us sensing the others were not moving, remained sitting 
and thinking that it would be extremely dangerous to even lift our heads up a bit, never 
mind getting up and jumping out of the half-track.  The lieutenant shouted his command 
again, and since we were extremely well trained to obey such an order, we, almost in 
unison, got up and jumped over the side. 
 
Again from our training, we knew the first thing to do in such a situation was to seek 
cover.  There was not much to choose from in this still open field but I saw, a few yards 
up ahead, a shallow hole in the ground.  It was just big enough to hold a person and had 
probably been created by a shell blast.  It looked perfect and I started to run toward it.  
But Pfc.Yost, whose first name eludes my memory, ran right by me and jumped into the 
hole, lying face down.  Since that spot was gone I ran a few yards to the left and went 
down to the ground, which was covered with a few inches of snow.  I turned to look at 
Yost and as I did so a shell landed right in the hole with Yost.  A huge explosion and 
smoke and debris rose from the site and there was no human being left where Yost had 
been a moment before.  I will never forget Yost and that moment.     
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A Tribute to Captain Trenton E. Dowdle 
Commander, Company A, 21st Armored Infantry Battalion 
 
 
 
Bravery is sometimes shown in small, mostly unnoticed, but in very significant ways. 
On one of the combat days near the end of December, our company was trying to move 
forward approaching a wooded area when the Germans spotted us and started to send in 
shells from their notorious 88 artillery guns.  
 
 
There were many explosions and shrapnel began to fly around.  We were signaled by our 
sergeant to get down on the ground and thus to try to avoid the flying shrapnel.  So there I 
was again, lying in the snow and attempting to keep as low a profile as possible. I looked 
around and I could not see anyone standing up, our entire group was doing exactly what I 
was doing. 
 
 
Suddenly I heard the crunching of the snow being caused by someone’s boots as he 
walked among the prone figures.  My first reaction was to wonder what fool would be up 
walking around in this very dangerous situation. 
 
 
As I looked up to see who it was I recognized our Company Commander, Captain 
Trenton Dowdle.  He was walking along and saying things like, “ Is everyone OK.” or 
“Take it easy boys we are going to be alright.”   
 
 
We did not often see our Captain since he commanded an entire company of about 250 
men and thus had a rather large area to keep track of.  I had two immediate reactions, one 
of which was what bravery it took for him to stay on his feet and walk around his 
company and try to keep everyone calm. The second reaction was that at least in my case 
he was successful.  A moment before I had been lying there wondering if I would survive 
this day, and suddenly I felt ready to get up, go forward, and follow a man like Captain 
Dowdle. 
 
My memory fades about what exactly happened next except to say that we did not stay 
like that but for a few minutes. We did get up and move forward.  
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January 2, 1945  --  (The day I was wounded) 
 
Although we had been in the combat zone for perhaps a couple of weeks, this was the 
fourth day of being under direct and, it seemed, almost constant fire from the German 
Artillery.  We had sustained a great many losses and it seemed to me that at least half of 
our company was gone, either killed or wounded.   
 
My memory is not clear as to what exactly preceded this episode, but sometime in the 
afternoon we began to advance from the relative safety of a wooded area out into the 
open area of a large field.  There were more woods about a half-mile ahead of us and it 
was our intention to get to that area and secure it.  The weather was good but it was cold.  
We moved forward walking in several inches of snow that covered the field. 
 
The sergeant, who was our squad leader, had his dozen men spread out with perhaps fifty 
feet or so between each of us.  We were to watch him for hand signals.  Although we 
could not see the Germans, they apparently could see us and, before we had advanced a 
few hundred feet, the shells from the German 88’s began to fall in our area.  I saw the 
sergeant put his arm up and then quickly bring it down toward the ground.  This was the 
signal for us to “hit the ground”.  I saw the men of my squad fall to a prone position, and 
I did the same thing.  This afforded us some protection from the deadly shrapnel that was 
flying around.  The shells came in quick succession making a frightening siren-like noise.  
As each shell fell to earth in our midst a very loud explosion followed 
 
Within moments I suffered a devastating blow to my upper left back area, just under the 
shoulder blade.  I remember this moment with utter clarity, it felt as if someone had hit 
me with a full blow from a large sledgehammer.  After the initial shock I realized that I 
had no further pain and I thought I had once again been struck by a rock as had happened 
to me on our first day under fire.  I could not see any of my squad, or anyone else for that 
matter, and so I began to crawl forward.  As I did so I felt a warm wet substance running 
down the left side of my body; the air was very cold and the snow was not melting. 
 
It seemed as though I was alone in this frozen field when suddenly a stranger, an 
American soldier with a growth of beard, came crawling around a bush.  I did not 
recognize this man but asked if he would do me a favor, look at my back, and determine 
if I were truly wounded or had I merely been hit with another rock or perhaps a piece of 
frozen earth.  He took one look and said something like, “ Don’t worry, you are going to 
be OK.”  
 
 I could tell by his tone that he saw more than he wanted to tell me.  I accepted his 
suggestion that he guide me back to the wooded area we had left earlier and see if we 
could hook up with some other Americans.  I could still feel, what I then realized was 
probably blood, running down my side, but I had no pain whatsoever.  I did not find out 
who this Good Samaritan was until a half-century later. 
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The Sulfa Pills 
 
I should mention that just before I met my Good Samaritan, and realizing that I probably 
had been wounded I proceeded to take my sulfa pills.  Since battlefield infections were a 
big concern, combat soldiers carried sulfa pills and were instructed to swallow them with 
a drink of water should we ever get wounded.  The pills, as I remember them, were very 
large, at least the size of a nickel and much thicker.  I opened my canteen to get the water 
and I discovered something that our training did not cover, the water was completely 
frozen.  I was lucky that I was lying in several inches of snow and so I started to chew the 
pills and kept pushing snow into my mouth.  It worked, the snow melted and provided 
enough moisture for me to swallow the sulfa. 
 
 
 
 
My journey to a medic (a battlefield medical aid soldier) 
 
 
To resume the story, my Good Samaritan, or should I refer to him as my new friend, 
suggested that we crawl back to the wooded area we had left before advancing across this 
open area.  Since the German shells were still coming in we did not dare to stand up but 
crawled back through the snow to the relative safety of the trees.  My friend noticed that a 
short distance away there was a group of American soldiers and he suggested that we join 
them and see if they could be of assistance.  I was able to stand and walk to these 
soldiers, and when we got there I realized it was a very busy medical aid soldier with 
perhaps a dozen or more wounded soldiers lying in a row on the ground.  I asked this 
medic if he could look at my back and ascertain if I were truly wounded.  He looked but 
did not answer my question but ordered me to lie down and take my place in the row of 
wounded men.  The Good Samaritan disappeared. 
 
I truly felt guilty for two reasons.  I was not at all sure if I was wounded, and if so surely 
not seriously, so why was I here and not back with my squad.  Secondly there were men 
here who were in great pain and I heard terrible groaning.  
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Who was that Good Samaritan? 
 
 
Before proceeding I would like to say that the Good Samaritan was none other than Ken 
King, my fellow bazooka team member.  I did not find this out until over 50 years had 
passed.  After the war ended in 1945 I lost track of Ken.  In the mid l990’s I was 
surprised to get a letter from him.  At that time he lived in Michigan and he had seen my 
address in The Eleventh Armored Division Magazine.  After all these years he decided to 
write to me.  When a few letters had passed back and forth he mentioned that one of his 
memories was helping me off the battlefield after I was wounded.  At first I doubted him 
because I could not understand how it could be that I would not have recognized a man 
that I knew so well.  In subsequent letters Ken began to doubt his own memory because I 
was not sure who it was that had been so helpful to me. 
 
In 1999 Ken and his wife, Ginny, on a New England trip came to visit us in Shrewsbury.  
We talked about many things that afternoon and evening, and when we discussed my 
Good Samaritan, I began to understand that it truly was Ken King that had helped me.  
He just knew too many details of that frozen afternoon so long ago in Belgium.  During 
that delightful visit and in the many letters that followed I knew that the mystery                                                     
had finally been solved.   
 
Now came the question of why I had not recognized him at the time. After all, a few 
moments before I was wounded the only American soldiers on that area of the field were 
members of our squad, every one of which I knew extremely well.  Let me explain that as 
he came crawling around a shrub we met almost face to face while lying on the ground.  I 
saw a thin face with a heavy growth of beard.  I now realize that we had been in the field 
for probably close to a couple of weeks with no chance to shave.  This does not, however, 
explain the whole situation as I had been living with these men and I should have known 
that we were all in dire need of shaves. 
 
It took all this time, and some help from Natalie, to understand that I was probably 
suffering from a degree of shock.  I had just had a fairly serious wound, I was doing 
considerable bleeding, and despite all this I felt absolutely no pain.  I must come to the 
conclusion that the possibility of shock was most likely the reason that as I allowed Ken 
to help me find medical attention I did not know who he was. 
 
The more I reflect on that day and the confusion I was in after the wound, I am convinced 
that Ken King actually saved my life.  I might easily have bled to death without some 
such assistance.  In fact I feel Ken saved my life twice.  The other time was somewhat 
unintended when Ken’s bazooka caught on the barbed wire fence and he could not easily 
get it loose. He abandoned the bazooka that resulted in my abandoning the bazooka 
shells. Had I still had them in the bag slung on my back the shrapnel would most likely 
have exploded those shells. 
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Now to resume this narrative: 
 
 
Evacuation to a field medical station 
 
Suddenly a Jeep appeared and two soldiers jumped out, came up to the medic, and said 
they could only take two at a time. They asked him to pick out the two most seriously 
wounded.  I was more than surprised when the medic pointed at me and said that I was 
the one they should take first.  I was quickly put onto a stretcher and carried to the Jeep.   
I was strapped onto a carrier on one side of this open vehicle. Another wounded man was 
soon strapped onto the other side of the Jeep and we were driving between the trees and 
away from the battlefront.  I was not allowed to take my rifle or my ammunition belt with 
me and I had to just leave them back on the ground in the snow.  This was a serious thing 
to an infantryman who never parted from his rifle.  Even when I had had a chance to get 
into a sleeping bag, the rifle went with me.  I felt so impotent without it. 
 
 

 

 
 

The above Jeep is similar to the one that carried me  
away from the Battlefield.  One difference was that  

the Jeep used for my evacuation had no soft sides or roof. 
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The Field Medical Station 
 
I am not certain how long the Jeep ride was, but my impression was that it was a 
relatively short ride.  I was carried into a large room, perhaps even a tent that was being 
used to give what emergency treatment was required before the wounded were moved to 
a real hospital. 
 
I do not remember any doctor coming over to examine me, but I am not sure that I was 
staying wide-awake all the time.  Not only had I lost a lot of blood, but also I had not 
slept in a lying down position for several nights. 
 
There were, however, two incidents that happened here that stand our clearly in my 
memory.  One was that a Catholic priest came to me, spoke softly and asked me if I 
would like the last rites. This normally would have scared me but I was in no pain and 
since I was lying there in relative comfort, the thought of my dying did not enter my 
mind.  When I told the priest that I was Jewish he remained friendly but quickly changed 
the subject.  He even offered me a cigarette that I declined.  I didn’t think of it at the time 
but later on, when I realized I had a suspected lung wound, the priest’s offer was a 
strange one.  
 
The second incident was when a medical aid man came over to ask me if I had any 
weapons or ammunition with me.  They were very strict on not allowing anything like 
that in this building.  I explained to him that I had been requested to leave my rifle and 
ammunition belt back in the snow when the men from the Jeep put me on the stretcher. 
As he was about to leave me, I suddenly remembered that I had two hand grenades, one 
in each of the side pockets in my jacket.  As I relayed this information to the aid-man I 
removed the grenades and put them on the floor.  The aid-man got quite excited and 
called for help saying something like, “ Hey this guy has live grenades here.”  No one 
wanted to even touch them, but eventually someone came and removed them.  I thought 
what a difference there was between the medical personnel and the infantrymen who 
lived with this type of weapon night and day. 
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My trip to the hospital 
 
I have no idea how long I stayed at the field medical station; I must have been going in 
and out of some kind of deep sleep. I do not even remember being carried out to the 
ambulance.  When I once again became aware of my surroundings I realized I was still 
on a stretcher and securely placed on a rack in the back of the ambulance.  I am not sure 
if I was the only wounded person or even if there was a medical person in the back with 
me, but I was somehow made aware that we were on our way to a real hospital.  I must 
add that I was still without pain, just extremely tired, and I believe I slept most of the trip. 
 

 

 
 
 

Above is a picture of the type of Army ambulance that I was transported in.  It was really 
a truck, the back of which was set up with places for wounded men on stretchers to be 
carried on either side, perhaps one above the other.  
 
I am not sure how long this trip was, but I was told we had traveled into nearby France.   
I know it was dark, but it was January and the days were short, so it could have been very 
late afternoon or the middle of the night, I do not know. 
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The surgery 
 
I was not aware how long this ambulance trip was.  I do not even remember being carried 
into the hospital.  When I regained consciousness I realized that I was on an operating 
table surrounded by doctors and medical personnel.  I was lying face down and they were 
working on my back.  I must have had some kind of local anesthesia, because even with 
them cleaning and sewing my wound, I was still blessed with the fact that I had no pain. 
 
Below is not an actual picture of me on the table, but it is a typical World War II picture 
of what one of these operating room scenes looked like, and to my memory it is very 
accurate. 
 

 
When one of the surgeons realized I was awake he leaned over and said words I will 
never forget.  He said, “You are the luckiest soldier in the European Theater.”   He then 
went on to explain that the wound I had suffered had taken a piece out of my back several 
inches long, a couple of inches wide and so deep that they could look in and see my lung. 
The shrapnel had missed both the lung and the spinal cord by a tiny fraction of an inch.  
If either of those vital areas had been punctured it would have been extremely serious and 
probably fatal.  I was very impressed with what he had told me and how lucky I really 
was.  
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In the hospital ward  
 
 
I next found myself in a large ward filled with rows of wounded, but recovering men.   
While I was still in my narrow cot-like bed an officer of fairly high rank, perhaps a Major 
or a Colonel came over to the man lying in the next bunk.  I had not spoken to this fellow 
wounded man and did not know anything about him, so I was more than surprised when 
the officer addressed him with the title, Lieutenant.  I had been in the Army for over a 
year and a half and had been indoctrinated with the segregation between officers and 
enlisted men.  Somehow I had assumed that officers would have their own hospital or 
least their own wards.  But this was still an emergency hospital and that separation had 
not yet happened.  It was the first and last time that I had ever slept in the same room 
with an officer.  At any rate, the superior officer, having made his positive identification 
of the Lieutenant, proceeded to present him with The Purple Heart Medal and then 
pinned it onto his hospital pajama top.  I was still too weak, as was the Lieutenant, to 
speak with him about all this, but it dawned on me that I too would be entitled to a Purple 
Heart.  I will save for later in this story to tell about how I finally did get my Purple Heart 
Medal. 
 
It was in this place that I momentarily met one of my close friends from our Company, 
Harry Friedman.  He had been wounded in the face with a piece of shrapnel, and had lost 
part of his saliva glands.  He would be OK in years to come but did keep a small scar on 
his cheek and always would suffer from a dry mouth. 
 
 
 
The transfer to a regular Army Hospital 
 
I have no idea how long I stayed in this hospital, but I feel it was only a matter of days. 
Eventually I was transferred to a more conventional hospital, still in France and not a 
long distance away.  By this time I was dressed in a uniform and was able to walk 
somewhat.  After a short ride in the back of a truck, several of us recovering soldiers 
were ushered into a reception area where we were lined up to await our turn to be 
interviewed by a staff person and get our ward assignment.  As I stood there in line I felt 
very tired.  I was holding my heavy steel helmet by the strap.  Suddenly I heard the 
helmet crash to the floor, and at almost the same moment I collapsed.   
 
My next memory is of my waking up in a beautiful bed with clean white sheets.  The 
ward I was in was a large room with perhaps four or five beds.  It looked like a 
conventional hospital and it was the first real bed I had been in since we had left England 
a month before. 
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My days at hospitals in France 
 
 
My wound, although it luckily turned out not to be life threatening, did apparently take 
quite a while to heal.  During the next two months I was transferred a few times from one 
hospital to another, all of them in France.  I am not sure why this happened, except that I 
was healing and needed less medical attention.  I had been wounded on Jan. 2, 1945 and 
in a letter home on February 28 I was still in a hospital.   
 
But I will return to my early days in this hospital environment.  At first I was confined to 
my bed in a comfortable ward of only a few other soldiers.  I had to get used to the idea 
that when an officer walked into the room I did not have to jump out of bed, stand at 
attention and salute.  It seems to me that I tried that once and was, with a smile, told that 
this normal military courtesy was not applicable in a hospital setting.  It turned out to be a 
good thing since not only all the doctors but also all the nurses were officers.  Eventually 
I was well enough to be ambulatory, which meant I could get dressed in my newly issued 
uniform, walk around the hospital, and even get permission to walk into a nearby town. 
 
 
 
 
Why, even to this day, I drink my coffee black 
 
 
After joining the Army I became a coffee drinker, and I loved my coffee with milk and 
sugar.  As soon as we got to mainland Europe and lived in the field there did not seem to 
be any milk or cream for the coffee, especially in those days of combat.  At this hospital I 
was well aware that as soon as my wound was completely healed I would be sent back to 
rejoin my company.  So I decided to drink my coffee at the hospital black and 
unsweetened, thinking that I would get used to it and would not mind having it that way 
once I was returned to the front.   
 
All through the hospital time and the journey through the replacement system I drank my 
coffee plain and black.  When I finally returned to my outfit I was surprised that the 
supply situation was now much better and sugar and milk were readily available.  
However when I tried to drink the coffee in the old manner I discovered that I no longer 
liked it that way, that I had become a dedicated black coffee drinker.  I have so remained 
all these decades. 
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My walk from the hospital to town 
 
Once during the ambulatory time, a fellow soldier talked me into going to town to visit a 
house where ladies would individually entertain us.  I was only nineteen years old and 
still quite innocent so I was not anxious to engage in this behavior, but he was most 
persuasive.  So we dressed and walked into the town and up to the front door of a big 
house. When the door opened a middle-aged women greeted us and my friend walked 
into the house.  I turned around and walked back to the hospital.  As the years have gone 
by and I think of that moment, I am really glad that I did what I did. 
 
 
My release from the hospital 
 
When I was finally released from the hospital I can remember that it was no longer very 
cold, so I guess the winter, or at least the worst of the winter, was over.   My best guess is 
that it was probably the first week or two of March 1945.  I somehow ended up on a truck 
to be transported to a replacement depot to be sorted out and then returned to my original 
company.  
 
 
The Replacement Depot System 
 
It was dark and seemed to be the middle of the night when we dismounted from the truck 
in a large courtyard surrounded by several barrack type buildings.  I do not know where 
the other trucks came from but soldiers were getting off of several at the same time we 
were getting off of our truck.  There was a great confusion, and I was in a situation where 
I did not know a single person.  I suddenly spotted an old friend of mine from Worcester.  
His name was Jordan Kahn and we immediately struck up a warm and excited 
conversation. 
 
Soon a sergeant was trying to get us organized.  He would call off a list of names and tell 
each soldier which company he was to report to at this replacement depot.  When our 
names were called Jordan was assigned to one company and I to another.   I asked the 
sergeant if I could possibly be assigned to the same company as Jordan and explained 
that I had not seen anyone I could call a friend in a long time and would really like to 
spend a little time with my old pal.  Surprisingly the sergeant was a man who could 
appreciate the situation and immediately said that would be no problem and he, on the 
spot, reassigned me to the same company as Jordan.  This turned out to be a much more 
important event than I could ever have imagined, but that is a story for later on in this 
personal history. 
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My first days at The Replacement Depot 
 

My time with Jordan Kahn was very brief, it seems that in a few days he was gone.  I was 
once again in a situation where I did not know anyone and I had no friends to pass the 
time with.  I was lonely, and although the war was still being fought, albeit on a much 
less intense manner than in The Battle of The Bulge, I was eager to return to my outfit 
and see all my wonderful Army friends again.  The sergeants informed us  (I never 
remember seeing a commissioned officer at the Replacement Depot) that about once 
every week or so a truck would arrive from each of the front line divisions to pick up any 
men returning to that particular division.  In the meantime we who were privates (I was a 
private first class) would be kept busy with one of two chores.  One was to have a day at 
KP (kitchen police) working in the kitchen as a server and a helper to the permanent 
cooks.  The other duty would be guard duty.  I spent my days alternating between these 
two occupations.  
 
One night on Guard Duty 
 
Guard duty consisted of being posted at one of the entry gates to the perimeter of the area 
we occupied.  Here we would stop all vehicles entering or leaving and making sure that 
they had proper business within our compound.  We would work a twenty-four hour shift 
with two hours on duty and four hours off to rest, eat, sleep and do all the other 
necessities of human life.  It was usually a very tiring 24 hours.  I never did enjoy guard 
duty, but I think I enjoyed KP even less.   
 
One night, as I was on guard duty, I stopped a divisional truck that was arriving to pick 
up the men belonging to that division.  I noticed the markings on the truck bumper read 
11th Armored Division.  I told the truck driver I had to finish my tour and that I would get 
back to my barracks as soon as possible.  He said he would be around for an hour or two, 
not to worry. 
 
As soon as I finished my tour of duty I returned to my barracks, told the sergeant that my 
division’s truck was somewhere in the depot area.  He consulted a list he had and 
informed me that I was not on the list to be transported back to the front.  I can remember 
arguing with him, but to no avail.  He was adamant that the rules were that a man stayed 
put until his name came down to release him to one of the transport trucks.  And so I 
never did see that 11th Armored Division truck again that night. 
 
Perhaps a week or two later the same scenario happened again, and again the sergeants of 
my replacement depot company just said that I was not due to be released yet.  They 
could not explain why, nor did they have any inclination to help solve this mystery.  And 
as this happened again over the next few weeks, I settled down to being one of the so 
called long term residents of the depot, still doing guard and KP duty almost every day.  I 
had very mixed emotions about all this, I wanted to get back where I belonged, with my 
friends, and at the same time I realized this strange situation was perhaps saving my life. 
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Spring of 1945 arrived in Europe 
 
As spring arrived the war in Europe was rapidly drawing to a close.  As a result the 
Replacement Depot that I had been assigned to was ordered to move forward so they 
would be closer to the front line divisions they were servicing.  For a period preceding 
this move no more returning soldiers were sent to our depot, but the trucks came and took 
the troops that were waiting to return to their outfits.  This was true for everyone except 
me and one other man who also was not on any of the lists of names of those to be sent 
back to their divisions. 
 
When the day came that the depot personnel had to leave, we two leftovers were told that 
we had to remain behind, as they had no facilities to take along anyone not in their 
organization.  We were told that we could continue to sleep in the same building and that 
we could walk down the road to a nearby Army Engineering Company to have our meals. 
We were told that the Army knew we were there and we would be picked up in a few 
days by Replacement Depot people and moved forward.  It seemed very strange to all of 
us concerned, but we were told that was the way it was and so we did as we were told.  
And so the two of us remained for another few nights in this French location. 

 

 
 
Just as predicted, we two leftovers were soon picked up and the next thing I remember is 
that I, along with many other soldiers, none of whom I knew, were placed in a boxcar and 
we were rolling east into the German countryside.  I have no memory of how long we 
traveled in this manner.   I feel it was not a very long trip, because I have no memory of it 
being tedious or uncomfortable.  It was the month of April 1945, the weather was very 
mild and pleasant and so we traveled with the sliding door open. We enjoyed the weather 
and passing scenery. 
 
Because of an historic event that occurred while I was traveling in this boxcar, I am sure 
it was either April 12 or 13 of 1945. 
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A HALF –CENTURY LATER --- page forty-two 
 

 
 
A truly historic event 
 
 
 
It was on April 12 or April 13, 1945 that I was traveling east by rail in Germany, or 
perhaps Austria, on a lovely spring day, with the sliding door of the boxcar open.  When 
the train stopped for few minutes in a small village, a few locals were near the railroad 
tracks and they asked us if we had heard the important news.  We had not, and so we 
were truly shocked to hear that President Franklin Delano Roosevelt had died.  Unless 
you were alive at this moment in history, you cannot imagine the impact this news had on 
the people of The United States, the citizens of the allied countries, and perhaps the 
population of the entire world. 
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A HALF-CENTRUY LATER --- page forty-three 

 
 

President Roosevelt had died. 
 
I was nineteen years old.  I had been in the Army for almost two years, and the only 
President of The United States that I could remember, was Franklin D. Roosevelt.  He 
had been first elected in November of 1932 when I was only seven years old.  He had, 
almost with a super human will, taken the country through The Great Depression of the 
1930s, had saved England from following the rest of Europe into defeat to Hitler’s Nazi 
Germany, guided our country into World War II, and with the partnership of Winston 
Churchill of Great Britain, led the allies through these terrible war years.  How could any 
of us, especially the young servicemen, imagine how we could go on to finish this world 
war without the man that had been our leader for a dozen years?  Although he had been in 
ill health for a time, most of us did not want to recognize how serious it was, and so his 
death came as a true shock. 
 
 
 
The following quote from The Encyclopedia Britannica 2001 
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A HALF-CENTURY LATER --- page forty-four 
 
 
 
To continue with my journey: 
 
 
The death of President Roosevelt did not long preoccupy my mind as I was soon in the 
replacement depot again.  It seems it was the same depot unit I had previously been in, 
but I did not see anyone I knew, not even the depot personnel.  Also we were not billeted 
in buildings, but rather in rows of large tents.  Later this type of housing would be known 
as a “Tent City.”   
 
 

 

 
 

 
 
The picture above is not that of the actual place but is rather a depiction of the type of 
environment I now found myself in.  Each tent had several cots, and I was assigned to 
one of these cots.  There were several other men sharing this tent with me.  
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A HALF-CENTURY LATER ---page forty-five 
 

 
A new temporary job: 
 
I believe it was my first day at this new location when a very strange thing happened.  
We had been informed, just as in the last location, that we would be doing guard duty and 
KP until transportation back to our original divisions arrived.  I was sitting in my tent, 
along with my tent mates, all strangers to me, when a depot corporal came in with a 
question.  He wanted to know if any of us were capable of office work.  He explained that 
he needed a volunteer to help in the office, and that that person would not be doing any 
guard or KP.  As an old infantryman, I had long since learned to never volunteer for 
anything.  However, as soon as I heard no guard or KP, I raised my hand.  He told me 
that my new job was to start immediately and I was to follow him to the depot office right 
at that moment. 
 
 
My brief career as an office worker: 
 
I was soon in a rather large office. There were several men, all of whom seemed to be 
non-commissioned officers, working at their desks.  I was quickly assigned to a desk and 
given a batch of files that I was to put in alphabetical order.  Other than a few instructions 
no one talked to me or paid much attention to me. 
 
Suddenly I overheard two nearby sergeants talking about a missing soldier.  It seems that 
one of the soldiers assigned to this depot had disappeared some weeks ago, and no one 
had heard of his whereabouts since then.  I did not think that what they were speaking of 
was any of my business until I heard one of them mention the name of the missing man 
as Allen Cramer. 
 
I interrupted their conversation and asked what the serial number was of this missing 
Allen Cramer.  I was sure there must be another man with the same name.  I was truly 
shocked when they read off 11108109.  That was my serial number.  When I told them 
that it was me that they had listed as missing, they shouted at me something like,  
“ Where the hell have you been?”   
 
I told them that I had been there all the time, right there in Company A of this depot. 
They said the records showed I was supposed to be in Company B.  I explained how the 
sergeant that had originally received us had changed my assignment that night in order to 
keep me with my friend, Jordan Kahn.  I explained that I had complained several times to 
the company sergeant that trucks had been arriving from the 11th Armored Division but 
my name was never on the list of men to leave with the truck.   
 
When the story became clear, they did not seem to be upset, but rather relieved that I had 
been found.  My very brief career as an office worker was over.  I was told to return to 
my tent and prepare to leave, as a truck was soon expected from my division.  
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A HALF-CENTURY LATER --- page forty-six 
 

Finally returned to my company ---Late in April 1945 
 
I am not sure exactly what followed the episode in the office of the Replacement Depot 
except to say that I returned to my tent and hurriedly prepared to “ship out.”  Before the 
day was over I was on a truck headed back to the 11th Armored Division. 
 
It was dark and well into the night when I was finally separated from all the others on the 
truck, probably at Division headquarters.  I was given transportation back to the 21st 
Armored Infantry Battalion, but again memory fails as to whether it was a truck or a jeep, 
but I do remember that I was alone with the driver.  I am not even sure whether it was in 
Germany or if we had crossed over into Austria.  What I am sure of is that the driver 
dropped me off, in the middle of the night, at a small one-room shack-type of building 
and I was told to go in and report to the non-com on duty.  I believe I was now at 
battalion headquarters.  I did not know the man who was on duty; I believe I woke him 
up.  He unceremoniously welcomed me back and said he would arrange a ride down to 
my company where I would rejoin my platoon and squad. 
 
The Purple Heart Presentation 
While waiting for my ride, I asked this non-com, probably a corporal, when I could 
expect my Purple Heart Medal.  He said something like, “Oh! You haven’t received that 
yet?”  He opened a drawer to his desk and took out a purple box containing a Purple 
Heart Medal from among at least a dozen or so such boxes.  He handed it to me and told 
me that I now had been presented with my Purple Heart.  It brought back memories of the 
official presentation that that Lieutenant had received back in the hospital.  Despite the 
informality of my presentation, I was thrilled to finally get this medal, and I have it to this 
day.  I count it among my most precious possessions.  The award of this medal did appear 
on my official discharge papers. 

 

 

https://collections.ushmm.org 
Contact reference@ushmm.org for further information about this collection

https://collections.ushmm.org



A HALF-CENTURY LATER ---page forty seven 
 
 

 
The return to my company 
 
 
I do not have a clear memory of exactly how I was transported back to my company and 
reassigned back to my platoon.  But there I was back where I belonged.  I was shocked to 
see that only a few of the original men were still with the company.  Of my close friends 
only Garrison and Roth were there and had been there through it all without a scratch.  
When Garrison saw me he got so excited that he ran up, threw his arms around me and 
gave me a big hug of welcome.  D’Aquila was still with the medical unit assigned to our 
battalion.  Harry Friedman had returned to the company two weeks earlier.  Honodel, 
Danielson and King had not returned from their hospitals yet but were expected soon.  
Bob Ellis, he is the one from Worcester, had wounds serious enough that he had returned 
to The United States and would not return.  I learned that First Sergeant Smith, known 
affectionately as Smitty, had been killed in combat sometime after the Battle of The 
Bulge was over.  Captain Trenton Dowdle was still our company commander.  Most of 
the missing men had been taken away wounded and not returned to the company, the 
others had been killed in action.  Only one of our close friendship group, Julius LaRosa, 
had been killed.  LaRosa was, like D’Aquila, a medical aid man.  I learned, years later, 
that he was killed as he ran out onto the battlefield to rescue a wounded soldier.  The 
wounded soldier was eventually rescued and did survive. 
 
I was assigned to my original platoon.  My old sergeant was no longer there and Garrison 
had been promoted to staff sergeant and squad leader, and I was assigned to his squad.  
At first I thought that this would be a splendid arrangement, a buddy as my sergeant.  
Wrong!  Of our group, I was the only one in Garrison’s squad, and I soon learned that 
instead of any extra privileges it was exactly the opposite.  When I questioned him he 
explained that since the other men knew that he was my friend that he had to bend over 
backwards to show that I was not getting any special consideration.  It was not all that 
bad, but it was enough that I never felt as close or as friendly to Garrison as before. 
 
It was about the first of May 1945 and the war in Europe was winding down.  I learned 
that the last death in our company was the day before I returned.  As our company had 
traveled along a road in Austria a sniper’s bullet, fired from an upper story of a building 
that they were passing, struck the soldier who had been sitting with his squad in the back 
of his half-track as it rolled along.  Half-tracks, remember, offer protection from the side 
but not from up above. I was very fortunate that we did not experience any enemy fire 
after my return. 
 
On May 2,1945 the newspapers wrote that they had reports that Hitler had committed 
suicide and that the German Admiral Doenitz had been sworn in as the new Nazi Fuehrer. 
The end of the war in Europe was only days away, but as you shall see we still had an 
important job to perform. 
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A HALF-CENTURY LATER --- page forty-eight 
 

The Concentration Camp – May 1945 
 
It was, I believe, on May 5th or 6th    that we entered and liberated Camp Gusen in Austria, 
which was a satellite camp to the larger Mauthausen Camp.  During the next few weeks 
we did spend some time at Mauthausen but most of the experiences I will relate happened 
at Gusen.  Both camps were death camps and Jews and political prisoners from Eastern 
Europe were placed here, most to be worked or harassed to their deaths. 
 
We were warned by our officers what to expect inside a concentration camp, that there 
would be starving prisoners, but that we must not give them food.  Their medical 
condition was such that sudden eating of solid food could have fatal results and that a 
medical team would be in the next day to start to save those that could be saved. 
 
Entering The Camp 
 
Our company, Co. A. 21st Armored Infantry Battalion, rode in half-tracks through the 
gate and into the parade ground and formed a large circle.   Our first sight was what 
looked like cordwood piled up along the side of a long wall or perhaps a building.  It 
turned out not to be cordwood and we quickly realized, to our horror, that it was naked 
dead people who were so thin they that they hardly looked human.  They had been placed 
lying down with their heads near the wall.  The pile was probably five or six feet high 
and several hundred feet long.  It surely contained many thousands of corpses.  We later 
learned that the Germans, knowing the Americans were close, had worked overtime 
killing the inmates and had no time to cremate the bodies.  Such was the zeal with which 
these German SS guards did their perceived duty.  We did not see any of the Germans 
since most had surrendered the day before to an advance cavalry patrol from our division 
that just happened to come across this camp.  We later learned that some of the German 
guards had gotten into prisoners garb and tried to hide in the prison population. 
 
As we circled around, some article of our food supply fell off of one or our half-tracks 
and rolled into the area that was crowded with the prisoners who looked like emaciated 
walking skeletons. The prisoners jumped onto the item of food and began fighting for a 
scrap of something to eat like a pack of starving animals.  This was our introduction to 
the German Concentration Camp system. 
 
As soon as we stopped, the lieutenant, our platoon leader, posted a guard on each side of 
each of our vehicles. I was assigned the side of our half-track that faced into the circle 
that now had a great many of the prisoners watching us. They did not cheer or show any 
emotion, just kind of stood there like zombies.  I was instructed again not to give them 
any food and also how important that order was.  The others in the squad left with the rest 
of the company to secure the camp.  I could not see the guard on the other side of our 
half-track, and although I could see the circle made by our other vehicles, I felt suddenly 
alone in a very strange situation. 
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A HALF-CENTURY LATER --- page forty-nine 
 

I will interrupt this narrative to insert here two quotes that I wrote so many years ago in a 
letter to my parents.  Although written a few days later they refer back to our first day in 
the concentration camp. 

 
Quotes from my letter home dated May 8, 1945 
  
“This camp (Gusen) is not hell, but if you can picture going in the direction of hell 
and bypassing thrice its distance, you would know what I mean.  Bodies of the dead 
are stacked up four and five feet high in one section. There are crematoriums where 
the wholesale slaughter of Jews and other political prisoners went on.  Of the people 
that are left, they are no longer humans but walking skeletons. We were informed 
that they had had no food for five days and before that only soup of potato peelings 
and water.  Some here are Jews, especially the women.  They drag themselves about 
our area begging for a bite of cracker or a cigarette, but we had strict orders not to 
feed them.” 
 
“The women also have neither much life or flesh and were treated no better than the 
men.  One Czech-Jewess, who looked like she could have once been very beautiful, 
told us that she had been a prisoner for six years, since she was eighteen, and that 
two weeks ago they had sent her to this place to be killed and burned.  The swift 
advance of the U.S. Army saved her life.” 
 
Now here is one more quote from that same letter.   This refers to those first minutes in 
this camp when I was guarding our half-track and its food supplies. 
 
“I was standing guard at the side of our half-track watching the squad’s 
rations.  Many prisoners kept coming up begging for food, but I had to 
say “no”.  I had to keep my rifle handy to enforce that “no”.  But one 
man came up to me and asked for just a little in the few words of 
English that he knew.  I tried to tell him he would soon eat but I don’t 
think he understood.  Then he knelt down before me and put his hands 
as if in prayer and started to sob and tears rolled down from his eyes.  I 
have been a soldier for a long time; this was the hardest thing for me to 
do, but I had orders and I could see their sense.  I had no alternative but 
to say “no” and I motioned to him with my rifle that he should go 
away.” 
 
 
I can to this day, a half-century later, remember how I felt when a human being would 
kneel down before me and beg, almost as if he were praying to me, a nineteen year old. It 
is a memory seared into my soul for the rest of my life. 
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A HALF-CENTURY LATER ---page fifty 
 

 
 
One further quote from my letter home on May 8, 1945 
 
 
“ Last night we were relieved of the guard duty at the concentration 
camp by Company B, and we are now back in a nearby town billeted in 
private homes.  The town is full of prisoners from the camp who took 
off and are now trying to get to their homeland.  
This morning I was standing guard near our half-track and this guy 
came up to me and said, ‘nice day today.’  I found out that he was a 
Czech-Jew, as were his three comrades.  He asked me if I had seen the 
Camp and when I told him ‘yes’, he made me promise that I would tell 
The United States people that it is all true and not propaganda.  He 
hates all Germans, even babies, and wanted a gun to kill them.  He saw 
Germans take Czech-Jew babies by the feet and smash them through 
windows and against walls.  His entire family, including his child-
brother and parents were burned alive.  He was saved to work in a 
Messerschmitt factory. 
He said that he was so happy to see us Americans here.  He asked why it 
took so long.  He told of one boy, a fifteen-year-old Jew, who was forced 
to witness his father’s cremation alive.  
This English speaking man told me that he hates Europe and wanted to 
go to the States.  He said if he could, he would go this minute without 
even changing clothes. He said he would change his name to an 
American name to forget this hellish Europe that he has known. 
I told him that I was a Jew and he said, ‘ I knew, I knew’, and he put his 
skinny arm on my shoulder.   
It is a beautiful day and a beautiful town here, the perfect ironical 
setting for the past horror that these people represent. 
He told me that they all felt Roosevelt’s death keenly and that some 
worry if Truman would treat the Jews all right.  I assured him there 
was no worry. 
 
This morning our platoon leader  (a lieutenant) announced the end of 
the war in Europe and the whole platoon cheered.” 
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A HALF-CENTURY LATER --- page fifty-one 
 

 
 
 
Camp Justice at the Concentration Camps 
 
 
In the first several days at Gusen and Mauthasusen Concentration Camps I personally 
was witness to some camp justice.  It seems that although the U.S. Army had taken most 
German SS guards into custody, and perhaps some had escaped, there were still some that 
stayed too long and were now hiding among the inmate population.  Since these Germans 
donned the prison type uniforms of the prisoners they were not immediately visible to us 
Americans, however the inmates knew exactly who they were and began to take 
vengeance.  At that time our company was in charge of the camp and our Company 
Commander Captain Trenton E. Dowdle sent word down through the platoon leaders to 
the enlisted men that we were not to “interfere with camp justice”.  And so I relate the 
following incidents that stand out as clearly in my memory as the day they happened fifty 
odd years ago. Our job as riflemen was to do guard duty around the perimeter of the 
camp and to let no one in or out.  It was Army policy to keep the inmates in the camp 
until we could bring those that could possibly survive their so weakened condition back 
to some degree of good health.  Also the American and Allied authorities did not yet 
know just what to do with the prisoners in these German Concentration Camps. 
 
 
The Box in the Cell 
 
One night, after doing guard duty, I returned to the barracks that had formerly been used 
by the German guards and which we now used.  When I got back to my bunk I was told 
by a couple of my fellow soldiers that two German SS guards had been taken out of their 
hiding in the camp and were now in a small prison type cell in the building next to the 
barracks. A box had been delivered to the American guards there by some of the camp 
inmates with the request that this box and its contents be placed in the prison cell with the 
SS guards.  My buddies told me it was an important thing to see, so I walked over and 
asked if I could see what was going on.  I was taken a few steps to a back area where the 
two Germans were in their cell.  The box was on the floor inside the cell and as I looked 
into the box, to my horror, I saw the decapitated head of a man.  The two SS men were 
shivering and sobbing as they sat cowering in a corner.   I was informed that when the 
box containing the head of their comrade was delivered the two Germans were informed 
that the same fate awaited them.  It was a horrendous scene but I could not muster up an 
ounce of sympathy for these men who had been so cruel to those that had been under 
their power. 
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A HALF-CENTURY LATER --- page fifty-two 
 

Guarding the Camp perimeter 
 
The perimeter of the concentration camp was just like it has been portrayed in movies.  
There was a chain-link fence, probably an easy dozen feet high, with barbed wire at the 
top.  On the outside of the fence, every few hundred feet was a guard tower.  After our 
initial entry into the camp we riflemen did our guarding outside the fence and did not go 
inside with the inmates. 
 
It seemed a little strange to me that we were in the same places and doing the same thing 
that the German guards had been doing such a short time before. The purpose of both of 
us, the Germans and later the Americans, was to keep the prisoners in the camp, and we 
both had orders to shoot any prisoner who tried to get out.  I cannot speak for the 
Germans but I do not know of any American guard that ever shot any of the people who 
would sometimes dig under the fence to sneak into a nearby potato field to get a potato to 
eat.  In the early days after the camp was liberated, the medical people inside the camp 
were feeding the inmates soups and easy to digest nourishment, but not any real solid 
food for fear that it might kill them in their starved condition.  I did, on occasion, see 
someone climb under the fence and run into the potato field and then run back into the 
camp with a potato.  It seemed to me that although a potato might kill them, shooting 
them would most certainly accomplish that which we were trying to avoid.  
 
 
The Naked Corpse attached high up on the fence. 
 
Very late one night, after finishing my tour of guard duty at the rear of the camp 
perimeter, I was walking along on the outside of the fence on the way back to my 
barracks.  Floodlights lighted the entire area, and so it was easy to see up ahead a very 
strange sight.  There strung up, high on the inside of the chain link fence, was the naked 
body of a man.  As I stopped to look at this situation I was the only one around, no 
inmates on the other side of the fence were visible, and no other American soldiers were 
in sight on the outside of the fence.  
 
I could see that this was not a former prisoner because the body was that of a well-fed 
man.  He was tall and as I looked up, with the lights shining on him, he looked much 
larger than life size.  What was really weird was the fact that this man, in death, had a full 
erection.  
 
I made inquiries when I got back to the barracks and it seems that this was a high-ranking 
German officer who had been caught in the camp by the prisoners.  The inmates had 
stripped him and tied him up on the fence when no one in authority was nearby.  I do not 
know whether he was killed before he was put up on the fence or after, but I could see no 
wounds. A story went around that this man had not only been a high officer, but had been 
a visiting general who did not get out as we arrived, so he was one of those that tried to 
hide among the prisoners. This was another example of camp justice. 
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A HALF-CENTURY LATER --- page fifty-three 
 
 

 
Watching and photographing the killing of a Human Being 

 
 
 
 

 
Photos by Pfc. Allen A. Cramer taken at Gusen Concentration Camp – May 1945 

 
 
 
One day, some days after we had liberated Gusen (also spelled Guzen) Concentration 
Camp, I was again on duty at a guard tower on the outside of the perimeter fence and at 
the backside of the camp. The month was May and it was a beautiful warm and sunny 
day, belying the dreadful scenes of this camp.  Directly in front of my guard station was 
an open latrine ditch that the inmates had used instead of toilets, which were not available 
to them. The ditch was several feet deep and also a few feet wide in places and was about 
half filled with liquid and solid human waste. 
 
I was alone at this guard post.  I was armed with my M1 Rifle, when suddenly I saw a 
commotion on the other side of the fence.  Several inmates, all men, seemed to be 
pushing and dragging one of their number in my direction.  I could tell that they were not 
Jews since many Polish and other political prisoners were kept here and although they 
were not treated well by the Germans, they were not emaciated and doomed to starvation 
and death, as were the Jewish inmates. 
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A HALF-CENTURY LATER  --- page fifty-four 
 

 
 
When they arrived at the latrine ditch they threw the man they had been pushing along 
down into the ditch.  One of the other men then kicked the victim in the head, and the 
others started to hit the “poor” man.  I jumped down from my station and aimed my rifle 
at this unruly crowd and yelled for them to stop. They did stop, but one of the men 
walked over to the fence and told me, speaking English, that this so called victim had 
been, like them, a political prisoner from Poland.  However he had turned informer and 
reported any slight infraction to the German SS guards, which then resulted in the 
summary execution of the offending person.   
 
 
The man who was talking to me explained that many of his friends and also his sister had 
been killed because of this man in the ditch.  They had been waiting a long time to seek 
revenge.  Because of what I had seen at this camp and because of our orders not to 
interfere with “Camp Justice” I put down my rifle, told them to proceed, took out my 
camera, and took the series of pictures that you can see on the previous page.  
 
 
The men doing the killing did not work swiftly, but seemed to prolong the victim’s agony 
by slowly punching and kicking him.  Finally, when the victim had fallen over, one of the 
men jumped down into the ditch and with his booted feet stomped on the dying man until 
he was dead. 
 
 
 The pictures are not in the order in which they were taken. Picture one, on the left, was 
when the victim was first thrown into the ditch. Picture three, on the furthest right, was 
when he was in bad shape from the beatings, and the picture in the middle is when he was 
finally dead and was being hauled out of the ditch. 
 
 
I never regretted my actions.  I had a loaded rifle and most likely could have stopped this 
execution.  Having seen the stacks of dead and naked bodies on my arrival at this camp, 
and seeing the walking scarecrow figures of many of the survivors, plus watching the 
burial of dozens of inmates who were dying every day because they were too far gone to 
be saved, because of all this my conscience was at that time, and remains to this day, 
clear and I feel that I did the right thing. 
 
 
This was another example of camp justice. 
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A HALF-CENTURY LATER --- page fifty-five 
 

 
Above two photos taken by Pfc. Allen A. Cramer 

 
The Inmates kept dying 
 
Despite the best efforts of our medical teams that were inside the camp taking care of the 
former prisoners, a great many of these inmates died each day that we were there.  
 
The Austrian civilians that lived nearby all claimed that they had no idea that these 
camps were places of inhuman treatment and mass murder.  We heard that this was 
the case in all the areas near these German operated death camps.  Our officers 
decided that these civilians should be given a chance to see what these camps were 
like and what was happening there at this time, plus we needed people to do the 
gruesome work of burying so many bodies, so they came up with an ingenious idea. 
 
Next to the small town of Mauthausen, for which this camp system was named and of 
which Gusen was a sub-camp, was the City of Linz, Austria.  It was a short ride and so 
early every morning a truck with two riflemen in the back drove to Linz to arrive at a 
time that the business and professional men were walking to their offices and businesses. 
When a well-dressed male was spotted, the truck stopped, the two riflemen jumped out 
and ordered the civilian into the back of the truck.  When they had a dozen or so men 
they returned to the camp.  The civilians were made to help with the digging and then 
place the bodies into these common graves.  I never was assigned to the truck detail, but 
on several days I was one of the American soldiers that greeted our new guests and stood 
guard over them during the workday.  At the end of the day the civilians were returned to 
Linz with an experience I am sure they would never forget and that they would share with 
everyone they knew.  
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A HALF-CENTURY LATER --- page fifty- six 
 
It was at the time that we were involved with the concentration 
camp that the war in Europe came to its official end.  I will 
interrupt this narrative to quote from the World Book 
Encyclopedia.  Everyone was pleased but there could be no real 
celebration or relief until the war with Japan would be finished. 

 
 

The end of the War in Europe 

 
On May 1, 1945 the German radio announced that Hitler had died 
while defending Berlin against the Russians, and had named Grand 
Admiral Karl Doenitz as his successor.  Allied investigators later 
learned that Hitler and his wife, Eva Braun, had committed suicide in 
Berlin on April 30, 1945 and that their bodies had been burned.  
Berlin finally fell to the Russian armies on May 2. 
 
Early in the morning of May 7, Col. General Alfred Jodi of the 
German high command entered Allied headquarters in a red school 
building at Reims, France.  There, on behalf of his government, he 
signed the terms of unconditional surrender.  Lt. General Walter B. 
Smith, Eisenhower’s chief of staff, signed for the Allies. 
 
The free world celebrated May 8 as VE (Victory in Europe) Day. 
On May 9 a ceremony in Berlin ratified the surrender terms. After 
five years, eight months, and seven days the European phase of 
World War II had ended.  
 
From The World Book Encyclopedia 
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A HALF-CENTURY LATER ---page fifty- seven 
 

The German Army Walking Home 
 

 
 

 
This seems to be a fact that not everyone is aware of.  When the war in Europe was 
officially over, the soldiers of the regular German Army were told to lay down their arms 
and to go home. It was that simple, just go home.  The problem for them was that no 
transportation or supplies were given to these, our former, and so recent, enemies.   So 
they did what must have happened in previous wars, they simply walked home.  
 
We could see groups of them walking along on their journey as they passed the front gate 
of Gusen Concentration Camp.  Often some of them would stop and try to converse and 
would offer to trade watches and other fairly valuable things for cigarettes or a candy bar.  
I have no idea how far some of them had to walk, but although the entire German Army 
had been pushed back into Germany and Austria, that is still a very large area to cross on 
foot.  I did not think of it at the time, but they must have gotten food along the way from 
the German and Austrian households that they passed.   
 
The American soldiers did not have any hatred for these Germans who, unlike the SS 
Concentration guards, were considered as fellow young men who had been caught up in a 
huge war that they had no control over, just as we had been.  I never heard any of our 
soldiers harass or even talk badly about these young men who walked by us almost every 
day for the few weeks we spent in this place. 
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A HALF-CENTURY LATER --- page fifty-eight 
 

 
 
 
Before I take leave of our concentration camp experience I will 
include the following quote from the Gusen Concentration 
Camp Website: 
 

 

" As a resident of many camps, I can say that 
Guzen was the worst. This is not to say that the 

conditions at the other camps were not dreadful. 
Compared to Guzen, however, one might almost 

say that those camps were paradises. The proof of 
this might be that Guzen was one of the least 

known camps. This was not because it was smaller 
than the others - it might even have been the 

largest. It was unknown simply because very few 
of the tens of thousand of prisoners sent there 
remained alive to tell the story of its horrors." 

 
(Rabbi RAV YECHEZKEL HARFENES)   

 BeKaf HaKela" (Slingshot of Hell), 
Targum Press, Southfield Michigan, 1988 

 
Note: I have seen the name of this Camp spelled as Gusen or as Guzen; 
depending on which source I was reading. 
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May and June 1945: a fantastic period:  
 
 
The month of May started with my return to my company and to see a few of my old 
friends. We shared the liberation of Gusen Concentration Camp and helped guard 
Mauthausen Concentration Camp.  On May 7th the Germans signed the terms of 
unconditional surrender and on May 8th the free world celebrated VE (Victory in Europe) 
Day. We got into the routine of having 24 hours on guard at the camp and then two days 
in the nearby town of St. Georgen.  It was toward the end of May that we began to take 
up guard positions on one side of the Danube River while the Russians guarded the other 
side, which was the Russian sector of the occupation forces. 
 
 
On May 11th my very close friend, Dan Danielson, returned from his hospital stay. He 
had been wounded on our very first day in combat on Dec. 30, 1944.  I was overjoyed to 
see him again.  Honodel and King returned together near the end of May.  Honodel and I 
had been wounded on the very same day, and King had been wounded the next day.  
Now our whole very close group was reunited, with the exception of Bob Ellis, from 
Worcester, who was so badly wounded that he had been returned to the States, and Julius 
LaRosa who, as previously mentioned, had been killed in action. 
 
 
Our company was far removed from other U.S. Army units and as a result we did not 
have any PX services.  On May 25th a small company PX was formed and Dick Roth and 
I were chosen to operate this small store. We are not sure why Captain Dowdle picked us, 
but our buddy, now Staff Sergeant, Maynard Garrison may have been an influence. 
 
 
Roth and I were overjoyed at this assignment as it meant a few hours work during the day 
and selling beer for a couple of hours in the evening, but no KP and no guard duty.  On 
May 27 I wrote home that our company was still doing guard duty every couple of days 
or so at Gusen Concentration Camp, and that on this morning our platoon left for Gusen, 
but Roth and I did not have to go. We were still in St. Georgen and I used the morning to 
have the luxury of a long hot bath.  I wrote in that letter that Roth and I had been in 
business three days and had already had sales of $150.  Consider the prices in 1945 and 
also the fact that PX prices were very cheap since there were no taxes, no expenses, and 
above all no profit as we sold the cigarettes, candy, toiletries, beer etc. for the exact 
amount that we paid for them, so you can see that we were doing a very good business 
for the few hours that we were open. But I get ahead of myself, I will write more about 
the PX later. 
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The following incident happened sometime during the period before 
Roth and I began to run the PX. 
 
 
 
 
Guarding the Danube River Crossings 
 
It was in the late spring of 1945 when our work at Gusen was nearly finished, that we 
began guarding the bridges that crossed the Danube River.  One side of the river was the 
United States occupation area, and the other side was the Russian area. Each bridge in 
this area had American guards on our side and Russian on the other. All traffic had to 
have special passes to go by both sets of guards as they crossed the bridge. When on 
guard duty the soldiers would use small vacant houses near the bridges for their 
temporary barracks.  It was in one of these houses that I found the Nazi Officer’s 
ceremonial sword   I was able to send that sword home and it is still one of my most 
precious possessions.   
 
 
One squad found a large chest full of English twenty-pound notes.  It was a big secret 
since they intended to split up this fortune and not tell anyone about it.  However they 
soon learned that it was all counterfeit money that had been printed by the Germans to 
use in England after they invaded that country.  Since that never happened it was hidden 
away in various places, and this squad found this chest. This money is involved in two 
stories that I will write about further along in this chronology. 
 
 
 
Time to move on 
 
 
And so as May ended and we moved into the first week of June, our days in Gusen 
Concentration Camp and nearby St. Georgen were soon over.  We moved on to new 
locations but took with us many vivid memories 
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Crossing The Alps 
 
It was in the early part of June 1945 that we mounted up our half-tracks to journey to our 
next location.  After riding for a few hours we began to see the mountains, and we were 
soon in the most gorgeous scenery that one could possibly imagine.  As we drove on we 
were driving in the valleys and sometimes up the winding mountain roads along the sides 
of the very high peaks of the Austrian Alps.  I will always remember how the members of 
our squad were amazed at what we were viewing.  I had never seen mountains like this, 
having lived in Massachusetts my entire life, and I am not sure that I had ever even been 
up to the White Mountains of New Hampshire.  I had crossed the country four times in 
my Army experience but I do not remember seeing anything like this before.  At any rate 
most of us were seeing so called “new” mountains up so close for the first time.  One 
exception to this was Maynard Garrison, my friend and now squad leader, who lived in 
California.  He told us that this was nice but not as good as the mountains in Yosemite 
National Park.  I never had a chance to compare the two until forty-five years later.  In 
the spring of 1990 Natalie and I, on a motor trip all around the perimeter of The United 
States, had a chance to spend three days in Yosemite Park.  There is no question that both 
Yosemite and the view of the Alps that I had as a nineteen year old were both 
outstanding.  It does occur to me, however, that what we saw crossing the Alps that day 
so many decades ago was still the most outstanding scenery I have ever seen. 
 
A typical picture of The Austrian Alps  
 

 
Since I do not have any pictures that I took that day, I will include here a picture of a 
village nestled into the Austrian Alps.  As the trip ended we arrived in the small mountain 
village of St. Gallen where we would spend the next several weeks. 
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St. Gallen, Austria 
The entire American contingent that was stationed in this small village of St. Gallen was 
our company, Co. A, 21st Armored Infantry Battalion, and it was still under the command 
of Captain Trenton E. Dowdle.  This company consisted of about 250 men.  When we 
arrived in St. Gallen we were broken up into small groups of four or five men and 
assigned to private homes.  The residents of these homes had no choice and had to 
rearrange their lives to give up at least one bedroom for their new guests.  Some of my 
close friends and I were able to get accommodations in the same dwelling so that 
Danielson, Roth, Harry Friedman and I shared a small bedroom that had four cot like 
beds. It was crowded but it was the first home we had lived in since we had joined the 
Army two years earlier. 
 
The Family we lived with 
 
It was a young family that occupied this house and they had a couple of young children. 
The adults could not speak English and although Harry tried to use his small knowledge 
of Yiddish to communicate with these German-speaking people, it did not work very 
well.  One of the children was a boy named Clause and he had learned English in his 
school.  I would guess he was around seven or eight years old and this child became the 
official interpreter between his family and their guests. It all worked out rather well, and 
we tried not to intrude too much into their family life.  The company had set up a kitchen 
and dining hall and so we really used the house only to sleep and relax in our room when 
not otherwise engaged. 
 
We loved St. Gallen 
 
In late June of 1945 I wrote home that we were so happy there in St. Gallen that we 
would all have liked to spend the rest of our Army time in this place.  The war in Europe 
may have been over, but the war in the Pacific with the Japanese was still going on, and 
word was already out that a great many more soldiers would be needed for the planned 
invasion of Japan.  And so, happy as we were, we realized that our combat days might 
not be over.  However in the meantime Roth and I put in our hours in our little PX and 
the others did what we always did in these situations, KP and guard duty.  Since there 
was not much else to do we all had considerably free time.  The weather was quite warm 
and our small group of friends would sometimes go off for a hike into the mountains.  
One day near the end of June, on a particularly warm day, we went hiking dressed in 
shorts and tee shirts.  We eventually came upon a beautiful mountain stream that was 
deep enough to go swimming.  Friedman, Roth, Honodel and I decided to take a swim.  
We stripped and waded into the ice-cold water.  Danielson declined to do this, and as the 
rest of us kept going into the stream and quickly coming out because of the cold water, 
Danny took several pictures of us so cavorting.  I wrote home that I would send them 
copies of the pictures if they were not obscene or not show too much.  I don’t remember 
ever seeing the pictures, and I must remind myself to ask Dan if he ever had them 
developed and if he still has them 
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My financial records finally caught up with me 
 
Very soon after we got settled in St. Gallen in June of 1945 I was summoned to company 
headquarters to see Captain Dowdle.  I walked the few hundred feet to the house they 
were using and I was announced to the captain.   He told me that he had good news, that 
my financial records had finally caught up with me and that he was ready to give me my 
back pay.  The last time I had received any pay was in November or December back in 
England, so I anticipated getting all the money due me for this six months or so.  He then 
gave me the GI script that we used in Europe and when I translated it to American money 
it amounted to all of about sixty or seventy dollars. It was almost a joke, but I thanked the 
captain and was soon on my way. The reason the amount was so little is that my pay was, 
I believe, only about $58.00 per month  (a private got $50. plus $4. for being a Pfc. and 
$4. more for being overseas) and from this $58. they deducted money for a $25. war bond 
they were sending home for me, my GI life insurance policy, plus a couple of other minor 
deductions.  
 
Dick Roth and I enjoyed our days at the PX 
 
In the center of the main street of St. Gallen, only a few hundred feet from the house 
where we lived, we set up shop in a tiny store. It was so small that a 9x12 foot rug would 
have covered the entire floor area.  We stocked it with the cigarettes, candy and toiletries 
and the other few items soldiers might need.  I have no idea who had occupied this store 
before we arrived, but as an occupying army we took what we needed from these people 
that we considered as former enemies.  Austria had welcomed Hitler with cheering 
crowds when he rode in; there had been no need for Germany to conquer a country that 
felt so close to the Fatherland.  
 
Dick and I were provided with a truck and driver a couple of times a week, and we would 
travel about an hour or so to battalion headquarters where we would buy what we needed. 
Every afternoon we would open the PX for a couple of hours and then at night, for a 
couple or three hours, we would sell beer.  The available beer came only in very large 
kegs.  We had previously become expert in opening these kegs with a brass spigot and 
wooden hammer, but the local social hall that we used in St. Gallen was equipped with a 
system that allowed us to open the kegs in the basement and then, working upstairs, we 
could fill the canteen cups of the men by a remote spigot, sort of like draft beer.  The only 
trouble was that the beer came out a bit frothy and so the canteen cups ended up with half 
beer and half foam. We never got any complaints because we were charging the 
equivalent of about five cents, so they did not mind paying for as many refills as they 
wanted.  When we closed up I would fill a large pitcher with beer and take it back to our 
room. Since it was late and none of us were much for drinking, I would put it under my 
bed and in the morning when we awoke I would start the day with a glass of warm beer. 
My buddies still kid me about this when we meet in our reunions this half-century later. 
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Our group begins to split up 
 
I will interrupt the story about our company PX so that I can write about a more 
important development.  Word had come down to us in early July that the Eleventh 
Armored Division would eventually split up, that we would be reassigned, and that most 
of us could look forward to being shipped to the Pacific theater to help in the invasion of 
Japan.  The beginnings of this effort are detailed in the following letter that I wrote home.  
 
My letter to my parents, dated July 9, 1945  
Written from St. Gallen, Austria. 
“Dear Folks,  
Well last night Kenny King left us.  At 7 PM he and the rest of the men who were leaving 
us mounted half-tracks for the first part of their journey.  For half an hour before, the 
town square was crowded with the men that were going and their friends who would stay 
behind.  Many good friendships were broken, and I saw some soldiers who could take 
combat, actually cry.  Many pictures were taken. Then the departing men were called to 
attention and given farewells by the Captain and all the Lieutenants.  One lieutenant who 
was going with them gave them a little information as to what to expect.  They would go 
a short distance before boarding a train.  They would travel for 3 days to LeHavre in 
France where they would wait for a ship.  When they reach New York they will split up 
and immediately go to 26 distribution centers.  Fort Devens was one of these, and then 
the men will get 30-day furloughs.  After furlough they will report back to their 
distribution center for reassignment.  They could write that they would be home by 
August 15.  Well the boys, most of whom were pretty sad at leaving, had, with this news, 
a boost for their morale.  Kenny, who lives in Walpole, said he would give you a phone 
call.  I hope you are in when he calls, Dad.  I suppose the rest of the family will be at the 
beach.  Now the big question is whether the rest of us will get that deal or will be 
reassigned to outfits here in Europe and then go with that outfit.  It would be better to be 
reassigned here so we would have a chance of sticking together since every one of our 
gang of nine men who remain each goes to a different distribution center if we go the 
same way as King.” 
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The PX began to make a forbidden profit: 
 
While we were still in the beautiful Alpine town of St. Gallen, Austria in July of 1945 
Dick Roth and I continued to operate the company PX.  These were indeed happy and 
carefree days.  Because we were not supervised in this enterprise, we had to make most 
of the operating decisions ourselves.  As I mentioned previously, we bought our supplies 
at Battalion Headquarters, paid cash for them, and sold the merchandise for the exact 
amount that we had paid for it.  I am not sure where we got the operating capital, but the 
one thing we were instructed to do was to break even and never to make a profit. 
 
A problem occurred because of the beer.  The only beer available to us came in large 
kegs. The battalion supply sergeant told us the capacity of the kegs and the capacity of 
the men’s canteen cups that we would dispense the beer into.  Thus it was simple 
arithmetic to determine what we needed to charge for each canteen cup that we filled.  
Before we got to St. Gallen it worked perfectly and the receipts always came out almost 
exactly what we had paid for the beer.  As I explained before, the method of dispensing 
the beer here in this town resulted in the troops getting a canteen cup filled only partially 
with beer and the rest with foam.  Since we were only charging five marks per canteen 
cup and since five marks (worth only a few cents) was the smallest denomination of the 
U.S. Army script that we used for money, we could not reduce the price.  Roth and I, 
unfamiliar with the science of using this remote beer system, could not figure out how to 
avoid the foam. Our solution came after a few days when we realized that if we did not 
charge for the beer on every third or fourth night, the profit, and thus the problem, would 
disappear.  The boys loved the arrangement and we were like heroes on the free beer 
nights. 
 
The visiting Lieutenant from Battalion Headquarters 
 
One afternoon while Roth and I had our little PX store open, Captain Dowdle paid us an 
unexpected visit and a lieutenant that we had never seen before accompanied him.  We 
quickly realized that this lieutenant, who was from battalion headquarters, was behaving 
as if he were the superior officer to the captain who was our company commander.  After 
a few questions, Roth and I explained about the beer profit and how we had solved the 
problem. The lieutenant then told the captain, in no uncertain terms, that it was ridiculous 
to have two privates running the PX and that a sergeant should be assigned to oversee this 
operation.  Captain Dowdle did not come to our defense and he quickly agreed that this 
was the way it would be done in the future.  When the officers left us Dick Roth and I 
knew that our best days here were over. 
 
The next day a sergeant, one we had did not know, showed up and we had a new boss.  
He said we could continue running the sales part but that he would handle all the 
financial matters.  He took care of the paying for the purchases and he took charge of all 
the receipts every day.  An interesting thing happened, there was no more free beer and 
there was no more talk of profit.   
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Time to leave St. Gallen and move on: 
 
As July of 1945 was coming to an end it was time for us to leave the beautiful village of 
St. Gallen, Austria.  The company prepared to leave and all our personal belongings were 
packed into the half-tracks that we still used for transportation.  There was a little time of 
waiting around before we pulled out so Dan Danielson and I decided to take a little walk. 
 
 
 
The English Pound Notes 
 
As we walked by the lined up half-tracks, each with their squad of riflemen nearby, we 
spotted a large footlocker type of chest on the ground near one of the vehicles.  It was 
open and inside there were many thousands of the English twenty-pound notes.  We had 
heard one of the squads had found this money and only let the word out when they had 
ascertained that it was all counterfeit money.  When I mentioned this money earlier I 
promised two stories about it, and this is the first one. 
 
The squad that owned this chest of money told us that it was really worthless and the 
chest was too big to carry in the half-track, so they were leaving it behind.  They also told 
us that we were welcome to take as much as we wanted.  
 
Dan and I discussed the possibility that the squad might be mistaken and the notes might 
be really genuine English money.  If it was worthless it would be dumb to carry more 
than a souvenir note or two, but on the other hand it would be terrible if we didn’t take 
any and found out later that it really was authentic.  So we decided to compromise and 
take just a little bit. 
 
But how much was a little bit?  We knew that an English pound was worth about $4. in 
United States money, thus a twenty-pound note would be worth $80.  Congress had not 
passed the GI Bill of Rights yet, so we were concerned about having money to go to 
college when the war was over.  We estimated that it would cost about $1000. per year to 
go to a good college (tuition in those days at an Ivy League school was only $400.) so we 
each counted out enough notes to equal $4000.  Then I can remember telling Dan that it 
would be nice to have a car while at school, so we each counted out another $1000.  The 
paper they were printed on was strong but very thin, so $5000. worth did not take up 
much room.  As we walked back to our own squad, despite the fact that we knew it was 
counterfeit, we felt somehow very rich. 
 
We soon mounted up and the company pulled out and left St. Gallen behind.   
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Rosenau, Austria 
 
I think the best way to describe the move to this new town is to copy the letter I wrote 
home. 
 
 July 29, 1945  --- Rosenau, Austria 
 
Dear Folks,  
 
Well, you can see we’ve moved.  Now we live in barracks style 
with 30 men to a room.  After the way we have been living it is 
not so hot.  But this town has its advantages.  We have a 
swimming pool, billiards table, ping-pong table, and a bowling 
alley to make up for the disadvantages.  The pool is wonderful; 
I love to swim.  We’ve really been going rather steady though, 
getting the PX set up.  If you want to locate us on a map, we 
are only 30 miles from St. Gallen. 
 
I got two wonderful letters from Natalie Broder yesterday.  She 
is really pretty nice. You know she has moved to Providence 
and here is her address so you can send her the snapshots.  
Miss Natalie Broder, 68 Olney St., Providence, R.I.  I expect to 
spend a little time in Providence when and if I get a furlough. 
 
It is Sunday morning, and the PX is sold out, we get new stock 
on Monday, so there isn’t much to do today but go swimming.  
I have been taking some good pictures of the troops (the gang), 
or as we call ourselves since we came to Deutschland, 
 “ The Troopen.” 
 
Well, enjoy yourselves at the beach, and may each day bring 
new misery to Japan.  
 
Your loving son and brother, Al 
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August 1945 –WHAT A MONTH 
 
Most of this month we spent in the lovely small Austrian town of Rosenau, Austria.  I 
will not spend much time describing the town, or the pleasant days spent here, but rather 
concentrate on the important happenings in my life and in the world that happened at this 
time. 
 
As the month opened, Roth and I were still operating the small Company PX that we had 
set up when we arrived in Rosenau at the end of July.  By this time we had become expert 
at opening a keg of beer, with Roth holding the spigot and I driving the spigot home in 
one swift blow with the hammer.  It had to be done at once to avoid any spilling of the 
beer.  Below is a picture of us in this procedure. 

 
On August 8, 1945 I wrote home about the atomic bomb and we wondered what that 
would mean to us and to the world.  But I also wrote the more personal news that our 
gang was again breaking up.  I mentioned that the previous night Garrison, Friedman, and 
my PX partner, Dick Roth, had left the company and they were reassigned to work at 
some replacement depot.  Starting with our original gang of six from Camp Cooke, 
California there had been several others that became part of our inner circle. The 
casualties of war, plus the breaking up of our outfit now left only four of our group intact.  
Dan Danielson, Bob Honodel, Hans Grossgreits and I were the only ones left.  Dan and I 
were the first to meet and become close friends when we first arrived in The Eleventh 
Armored Division back in the first days of 1944 and became the nucleus for this group.  I 
hoped that Dan and I could stay together until we would go home.  I did get my wish and 
as you will see we were the last two of our group to stay together until we returned to 
America. 
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August 1945 (continued) 
 
The Wedding Anniversaries being planned: 
On August 5th I wrote to my parents that I hoped it might be possible for me to be home 
in January, if only for the month furlough we were being promised before we would be 
sent to the war against Japan.  I only mention this because my mother and father were to 
celebrate their 25th wedding anniversary simultaneously with the 50th wedding 
anniversary of my grandparents, Bubee and Zayde Cramer.  I mention this at this time 
only to emphasize how important this upcoming event in the Cramer family was to my 
folks and how much they really wanted me to be there with them.  I will write more of 
this unfolding story later at the end of this memoir. 
 
The Atomic Bomb and a soldier’s opinion about its use 
The following is an excerpt from my letter home written on August 10, 1945. 
The language used, such as Jap or Japs, was very common during World War Two and 
shows the utter hatred America had for our enemies, particularly Japan that had bombed 
Pearl Harbor without warning. 
 
 “While the news of VE (Victory in Europe) Day last May swept the United States as 
something pretty big and worth celebrating, the soldiers at this front sighed in relief that 
they could once again, for a while, know that they would be alive the next day.  But the 
war with Japan loomed. What matter if experts raised civilians’ morale by saying Japan 
wouldn’t take long.  The soldier knew some more Americans must die, but which ones?  
So he accepted the VE news with great joy but not with the peaceful contentment that 
going home for good would mean. 
Now we have in our hands the most intriguing, most devastating instrument in the world.  
We could kill countless millions in Japan.   Oh! How we cursed the damned Japanese for 
bombing Chinese civilians, mothers and small children. ‘ Oh! How inhuman’, we cried.  
We wondered why they (the Japanese) could not have kept their bombs for military 
objectives.  Now are we, in a moment’s flick of one bombardier’s hand, to kill as many as 
100,000 people and devastate a circle with a radius of two miles?  Now I would like to 
tell you the opinion, the unanimous opinion, of the boys in this outfit. 
 
One American life is worth more than the Japanese Race. Two wrongs do not make a 
right, but first we give them the alternative of surrender to a nation that will treat them 
better than they (the Japanese) have ever treated anyone.  The Jap civilians are not 
innocent but were backers of Jap militarists.  They were unlike the Chinese civilians who 
were struck mercilessly without cause or reason. 
 
We are pleased with President Truman’s handling of the new power.  We are glad that he 
promises Japan more and more until there is no longer a Japan or until they surrender. 
We all hope invasion will not be needed.  We hope for 100 plane raids soon with each 
carrying atomic bombs.  No mercy until surrender.” 
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Waiting for the war to end 
 
 
On August 13, 1945 I wrote home that there was great anticipation in our company 
following the two atomic bombings that Japan might surrender.  The troops gathered 
around any radio they could find to hear the latest news.  We only had to wait one more 
day. On August 14 the word spread around the world that Japan had surrendered and the 
war was over.  
 
Below is the way The Encyclopedia Britannica describes this event. 
 
 
End of World War II. 
 
The atomic bombings and the soviet invasion of Manchuria 
convinced the Japanese that further resistance was futile and 
the Japanese government decided to accept the surrender offer 
as laid down at the Potsdam conference by Great Britain, the 
United States and China, July 26. Under these terms, Japan 
was to be stripped of its vast empire and reduced to the home 
islands. While Emperor Hirohito was permitted to retain his 
throne, he was made subject to the authority of the 
commander of the Allied occupation armies. Hirohito 
announced acceptance of the Potsdam terms, Aug. 14, and on 
Sept. 2, Japanese emissaries signed the formal surrender 
document in a ceremony aboard the U.S. battleship "Missouri" 
in Tokyo bay, thus concluding World War II, six years and one 
day after it was launched by the German invasion of Poland, 
Sept. 1, 1939. 
 
Copyright © 1994-2001 Encyclopedia Britannica 
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A Veteran Remembers: 
 
In 1995, on the fiftieth anniversary of the end of World War II, I wrote a piece about my 
memories of what happened when we heard the news in Austria, and what my father 
wrote to me at that time about what he experienced in Worcester, Massachusetts.  It is as 
follows: 
 

A VETERAN OF WORLD WAR II 
REMEMBERS HOW THAT WAR ENDED  

 
What happened in Worcester 
 
It was August of 1945.  My father, Louis H. Cramer, left his Insurance 
Agency in the Slater Building in downtown Worcester, Massachusetts to go 
home to an empty house.  The house was empty because my mother and two 
younger brothers were at the beach for the summer, and I was in Austria.  
 
It was early evening when he turned on the local radio station, WTAG, and 
heard the news.  Not only had Japan surrendered and World War 2 was over, 
but also all the major cities of the country had exploded into a great 
spontaneous celebration.  The radio reported that thousands of people were 
gathering and celebrating in downtown Worcester.  My father, not wanting 
to miss this special event, drove downtown and took up a position in front of 
the Slater Building.  The street was crowded, both with civilians and off duty 
soldiers and sailors.  Everyone was so happy, and a great many were 
drinking directly from bottles.  “Louie” remembered that there was a bottle 
of whiskey upstairs in his office.  Soon there he was back on Main St joining 
in the celebration and sharing his bottle with passing servicemen, and this by 
a man who hardly ever had a drink. 
 
The hours flew by, and, as it neared midnight, the soldier he was chatting 
with suddenly remarked that he was in real trouble.  The last bus to Fort 
Devens had left and he would be marked AWOL in the morning.  My father, 
thinking of his own son so far away, quickly volunteered to drive this 
stranger back to Fort Devens, about 30 miles north of the city.  It was well 
past 2:AM before he returned to Worcester and to his house on Vassar St.  
He was so pleased that he had shared in this exciting event in downtown 
Worcester.  He wrote to me the next day to tell me what had happened. 
(Continued on next page) 
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A VETERAN REMEMBERS (Continued) 
 
 
 
 
What happened in Rosenau, Austria the day the war ended: 
 
I well remember the moment we received the great news. Our company of 
the 21st Armored Infantry Battalion of the 11th Armored Division was 
stationed in a small town in Austria.  Several of us riflemen were sharing 
one large room in a local building.  A sergeant walked into the room and 
announced the news saying something like, ”Boys, the war is over.”  
 
I had just turned 20 years old the month before, and all of us were about the 
same age.  We had been in the Army just over two years.  We were veterans 
of The Battle of the Bulge and the final push into Germany and Austria. Our 
company was also the very first U.S. troops to enter the death camp known 
as Gusen Concentration Camp. 
 
Unlike the celebrations on the streets of America, and especially in 
Worcester, the room we were in became silent. Hardly a word was spoken 
the rest of the evening as each of us went into our own private world.  I can 
only guess what the others were thinking, but I will never forget what I 
thought, “ The war is over, I am still alive, I will be going home.”   
 
 
 
 
 
My letter home on August 16, 1945 
 
I wrote home to my folks as follows:  
 
“Did you ever think the day would finally come?  The war is over.  It is hard to believe. 
Now demobilization is the top subject in these parts, but in the meantime we know that 
there will be no more combat, and it is only a matter of time until we can go home.” 
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Our wonderful days in Rosenau, Austria  
 
I cannot begin to tell you how pleasant these weeks in Rosenau were.  The war was over 
and although we were still in the Army and subject to Army rules and discipline, it was 
entirely different and so much more relaxed.  It was summer and we swam in the small 
local public swimming pool and had lots of time off to read, write letters, and wait for the 
next development. 
 
The Salzburg Music Festival 
 
It was right around the time the war came to an end that Dan Danielson and I took 
advantage of an offer to attend the Salzburg Music Festival.  We, and a few others, were 
transported in an Army truck to the beautiful and busy city of Salzburg, Austria.  We 
arrived at a beautiful old concert hall, had excellent seats, and heard, and saw, a 
performance of a piano concerto.  I thoroughly enjoyed the concert, but it was not until 
years later that I began to realize what a privilege it had been to be able to attend a 
concert at this world famous music festival.  I have no memory of who the piano player 
was or which symphony orchestra had performed.  Many American Army officers as well 
as other enlisted men were in the audience, together with some women of the Red Cross 
in their uniforms. There were also many civilians.  Everyone really seemed to appreciate 
this great music. When our few magic hours were over we rode in the truck back to our 
regular Army duty. 
 
As August 1945 begins to wind down: 
 
On August 16, 1945 I wrote home that we had heard that our close friends Roth, Garrison 
and Friedman were on their way home.  On August 22nd I wrote as follows: “ Well, this is 
now the story.  I got this directly from the Captain when he was in the PX a couple of 
nights ago.  Next Tuesday we leave for Nuremberg, Germany.  There the outfit (The 
Eleventh Armored Division) will be broken up and the men with the highest points will 
go home. What will happen to the rest of us, no one seems to know.”   
 
 On August 23rd I wrote to my Dad that I was glad that he had had a phone call from 
Kenny (now called Ken) King who was already home.   
 
The Twenty-fifth Wedding Anniversary 
 
As I have mentioned earlier, my folks were to celebrate their 25th Anniversary 
simultaneously with my Grandfather and Grandmother Cramer’s 50th Anniversary.  This 
would take place the following January.  In my letter home on August 23rd I wrote: 
“About your 25th Anniversary, there is nothing I look forward to being home for more.  I 
remember your 15th Anniversary party and I have since figured there would be a bigger 
and better party when 25 years had passed since your wedding.  I will be there in person 
perhaps, and in thought positively.” 
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Our last days in Rosenau, Austria  
 
As predicted by Captain Dowdle, the 11th Armored Division was to be disbanded and we 
would be sent to Nuremberg, Germany to be individually reassigned.  I had been in 
Austria for the last four months, had helped liberate a concentration camp, lived a month 
in St. Gallen in the middle of the Alps, and had had a lovely month here in Rosenau 
where we learned that Japan had surrendered and the war was over.  Now it would be 
time to move on. 
 
The transfer to The 90th Infantry Division and Flossenberg Prison Camp 
   
On August 28, 1945, we boarded onto Army trucks and started our journey north toward 
Germany.  I wrote home about the wonderful Autobahn, a type of modern highway not 
yet built in The United States. We rode through the city of Salzburg and then through 
some of Austria’s beautiful mountain scenery and down into the plains of Germany.  We 
went right through Munich, which is locally called Munchen.  We could not believe the 
destruction the war had caused here.  As we rolled through the city it was almost 
impossible to see a totally whole building, and it was hard to believe that the population 
was able to live and function in this almost destroyed city.  
 
We continued on and finally arrived at a tent city about six miles outside of Nuremberg, 
which was called Nurnberg by the local Germans.  We were given liberty and 
transportation to go into the city and Danielson, Honodel, and I went in for a couple of 
hours.  The next morning we went into the city again and went to The Red Cross 
building.  This had previously been a German Officers Club and it had a huge and 
beautiful swimming pool with a depth of fifteen feet at the deep end.  Since we did not 
have swimsuits we stripped down to our Army brown underpants and went swimming. 
The only people around were other soldiers and the Red Cross people, so we did not care 
much how we looked.  That night we went to a USO operetta called Rosalinda and I 
remember that we thought it was the best thing we had ever seen.  We did not know it at 
the time but it was really Die Fledermaus. 
 
We awoke the next morning, August 30, with hopes of having another day in Nuremberg, 
however right after breakfast the shipping lists were read and the men with high points 
would be sent home, those with the smaller number of points would be in the Army of 
occupation, and we in the middle would get temporary assignments.  Honodel, Danielson 
and I were very happy that we were going to stay together.  Before noon we were again 
on a truck on the way to our next destination.  After a hot and dreary afternoon we finally 
arrived at Flossenberg Camp.  It had been a small concentration camp, but had now been 
converted to a prison camp to hold the German SS guards. The regular German Army 
men had been allowed to go home, but these men were being held to determine if any, or 
all, of them should be prosecuted as war criminals.   
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September 1945 at Flossenberg Camp 
 
When we arrived at Flossenberg Camp Danny and I were assigned to the same squad and 
Honodel to the next squad in the same platoon.  We lived in the barracks formerly 
occupied by the SS guards when this was a concentration camp.  Dan and I were assigned 
to our own private room.  It was small with a double-deck bunk but because of this 
unprecedented privacy we were overjoyed, and Honodel was in a nearby room.  I wrote 
home that the food and showers were great, and we settled in for a pleasant stay.  We had 
to sew on the T/O (90th Infantry division) patch on our left shoulder, but as a courtesy to 
our combat service with the 11th Armored we could wear its patch on our right shoulder. 
The three of us did that, and my uniform, this half century later, still hangs in my closet 
with both patches neatly sewn in their proper places. 
 
Our duty schedule was light, we were on guard duty one day and then we had two full 
days off.  No other duty, training, or KP was required of us.  This meant that on the day 
of duty we would be on guard for two hours on and four off.  Normally this is pretty 
tiring because it goes for a full 24 hours that way, but with the two days off to relax, read, 
and write letters it was a pleasant time.  Guard duty here was much different than at 
Gusen because these were real prisoners and our orders were that if they started to run 
away from any of the work details we sometimes took them out on, we were to shoot 
them.  I know none of us would have hesitated to do exactly that since these were the 
men that had been guards at the concentration camps and were responsible for so much 
death and suffering. 
 
The Mouse 
 
Shortly after Dan and I moved into our private room, we discovered that we were not 
alone.  It seemed there was a mouse that would occasionally run across the floor and then 
disappear.  At first we tried to kill it, but not having a mousetrap, we soon gave that up as 
a lost cause.  Then, as the days passed by, we both began to realize that we were getting 
affection for the little creature.  We gave it a name, now forgotten, and even started 
feeding it.  It wasn’t long before the mouse realized he (she) had new friends and would 
come out and eat and not be frightened of us. We had a pet. 
 
The chance to go back to England 
 
On September 12th I wrote home that Dan, Honodel, and I had signed up to go to college 
in England for a few months.  The quotas were very small and we had little hope of being 
chosen, but we thought how nice it would be to see England once again before going 
home.  On September 24th I again wrote home that the three of us had been chosen to go 
to Shrivenham American University in England.  On September 25th I wrote from 
Munich that we were on our way and that we would soon be on a train to Paris.  We 
would then take a train to Le Havre, a boat to England and then on to Shrivenham. 
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The Twenty-fifth Wedding Anniversary 
 
I again interrupt this narrative to say that in my last letter from Germany to my folks, at 
the end of September 1945, I again wrote about the big double anniversary party to be 
held in January in Worcester.  As I mentioned before, there was to be a big gathering to 
celebrate their twenty-fifth and my grandparents, Zayde and Bubbe Cramer’s fiftieth.  My 
mother and father were really eager for me to be home and with them for this occasion.  I 
had to tell them that the troops in Europe had been divided into three groups, according to 
the number of points they had earned for time served, time overseas, combat experience, 
and medals such as the Purple Heart.  The highest group would be shipped home before 
the year was out. Those with the lowest points would be held in Europe to be in the Army 
of Occupation, and those in the middle would be sent home between the January and June 
of the coming year. 
 
Dan, Honodel, and I fell in that middle group, and that is one of the reasons we were 
chosen to attend the college in Shrivenham.  That was the good news, but the bad news 
was that it looked almost impossible for me to be back home before mid-January to 
attend the anniversary party. 
 
Our journey from Munich to Paris 
 
On September 26, 1945, at 2 A.M., in the middle of the night, we boarded a train in 
Munich, Germany, bound for Paris, France.  At 8 A.M. the next morning we arrived at 
the Gore De L’Est (East Station) in Paris. Although we were not entitled to it, the 
lieutenant that had been in charge of our transportation from Germany to Paris had 
arranged for us to have three day passes in Paris.  We were set up in a hotel that had been 
taken over by the Army to accommodate soldiers on leave.  We were overjoyed, none of 
us had ever been in this world famous city and we really looked forward to spending the 
next three days there. 
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PARIS, FRANCE a wonderful few days  (Friday, Sept. 28 to Monday, Oct. 1, 1945) 
We had a wonderful few days in Paris, getting introduced to the Paris Metro, the subway 
system, but mostly just walking around and taking in all the beautiful sights of this 
fantastic city.  The biggest problem the three of us had was that when we needed 
directions it was difficult to find anyone that could speak English.  The following is from 
a letter I wrote after our Paris trip. 
 
“ We walked up and down the Champs Elysees, and it is the most beautiful street I have 
ever seen.  It was hard to believe that I was actually there at places I’d seen so often in 
movies.  We walked to the Arc de Triomphe and what a structure that is, I was not 
disappointed in it at all.  That first night we went to the G.I. nightclub in the Eiffel Tower 
where we drank champagne and were entertained by a young woman who danced for the 
crowd while she was stripped to the waist, and we were very impressed.  On the way 
back to our hotel, after the Eiffel Tower, we had gotten off the subway car to make a 
transfer and found that the subway system had closed for the night and we were without 
transportation and were a good way from out destination.  On coming out into the street 
we again found ourselves at The Arc de Triomphe. We walked under it and stood for a 
few minutes looking at the flame that burns at the grave of the French Unknown Soldier. 
It was the middle of the night and we were alone there.  No one said anything, and I 
didn’t know what the other two were thinking.  I thought of the boys, no the men, I had 
known, some of whom I had really liked, who had been killed in combat. It was an 
awe-inspiring moment.  We then walked through the almost deserted streets of Paris, 
back to our hotel where the three of us slept until 9:30 the next morning.” 
 

 
 This monument to Napoleon stands in the Etoile (Star) at which twelve avenues meet.  It 

is 160 feet high and 146 feet wide. It also holds the grave of France’s unknown soldier 
from World War I. 
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 More Sightseeing in Paris 
 
During our three days in Paris, which ended up being four days, as I shall explain later, 
we did a lot of sightseeing.  Dan, Honodel, and I did a great deal of walking plus at one 
point we took a bus tour.  Each day we stopped at one of the thousands of sidewalk cafes 
to have a beer and a lunch that was most often a large sandwich of tomato and onion 
slices on terrific French bread.  For our evening meals we went back to a special 
restaurant that had been set up for American soldiers on leave.  In the evenings we either 
went to a show or a nightclub.  It was a very busy and a very exciting few days and we 
saw many wonderful places.  I have already mentioned The Eiffel Tower, The Champs 
Elysees, and The Arc de Triomphe.   
 
 
The Place de la Concorde 

 

 
 

 
This is a huge square that played a large part in the French Revolution.  At the time it was 
known as Place Louis XV.  It was here that many of the French noblemen lost their 
heads, including Queen Marie Antoinette.  
 
The three of us were very impressed with being at the very spot where so much history 
had taken place. 
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The Louvre 
 

 
On one of our afternoons we spent several hours here in what is perhaps the largest and 
best art museum in the world.  Actually it is a series of buildings, and we were only able 
to see a small part of this fantastic place.  I was thrilled to see the original of Whistler’s 
Mother and the original sculpture of Venus De Milo. 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
 
The “Casino de Paris” 

 
 

On one of our nights in Paris we went to the very wonderful show, “Casino De Paris.”  
Quoting from one of my letters home, “ It was a show too high class to be called 
Burlesque.”   It is still operating and has a web site 57 years later as I write this piece. 
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Shopping for gifts in Paris 
 
On Saturday, our second day in Paris, we went shopping for gifts and I got something for 
my mother and my two brothers.  I could not find anything appropriate for my father, so I 
decided I would look for something for him in London.   I did, however, buy a kerchief 
for Natalie and, as I wrote home, it was a beautiful thing but it surely would not outshine 
Natalie’s natural beauty. 
 
 
 
A great coincidence 
 
On Saturday night the three of us, Dan Danielson, Bob Honodel, and I, went to a 
burlesque show called “Yes, Paris.”   It was a raw and explicit show and according to a 
letter that I wrote home about it, we really enjoyed it.  
 
After the show we decided to go to The Coliseum Club, another G.I. nightclub.  On the 
way we bumped into our old friend, John D’Aquila, who was on his way back to his 
outfit after a week furlough in England.  When the 11th Armored Division had been 
broken up our whole gang had gone off in different directions.  Garrison, Roth, Friedman, 
and King had been sent back to The United States.  D’Aquila, being in the medical 
detachment, had been assigned to some outfit in Germany, and Dan, Honodel, and I had 
been assigned to be guards at the Flossenberg Prison Camp.  We didn’t know when we 
would ever see any of the others again, so what a wonderful surprise it was to meet John 
on the streets of Paris so late at night.  D’Aquila was traveling east from England to 
Germany while we were traveling west from Germany to England.  It was a great 
coincidence that we would arrive at the same spot at the same time in this huge city.  We 
all went on to The Coliseum and between the four of us we drank three full bottles of 
Champagne.  We all felt really good as we finished off this wonderful day in Paris. 
 
 
 
Our three day pass was extended an extra day. 
 
I get a bit ahead of myself since I will later describe other places we visited during our 
stay in Paris, plus I will relate one unusual story I got involved in.  This, however, seems 
a good place to explain how our three-day passes became good for four days.  Remember 
the war was over and the regular Army discipline was much more relaxed.  Sunday night 
our three-day passes were over and the group we were traveling with was leaving.  At the 
last minute we decided to stay an extra day.  We contacted the lieutenant in charge and he 
said OK, but we would be on our own from that point on, and we had better arrive at 
Shrivenham University to report in on the proper day. And so we stayed. 

A HALF-CENTURY LATER --- page eighty-one 

https://collections.ushmm.org 
Contact reference@ushmm.org for further information about this collection

https://collections.ushmm.org



 
Notre Dame Cathedral 

 

 
Dan, Honodel, and I spent some hours at this glorious building and marveled at the 
wonder of the architecture, both from the outside and the interior.  We learned a little of 
its history.  It was started during the reign of Louis VII in 1163 and it was finished 
according to the original plan in 1267, over one hundred years later.  In the following 
centuries there were many additions.  During the French Revolution the building was 
gutted and used for years only for storage.  Eventually it was restored as a great church, 
and again improvements and additions were added.  When we saw it in 1945, and 
continuing to this day, it stands as one of the world’s premier buildings, a true work of 
art.  Although we saw it in the daylight, I will place a nighttime picture below to give an 
indication of just how beautiful this masterpiece can look. 
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The Paris experience with those twenty-pound notes: 
 
I wrote, on page 60, about how thousands of English twenty-pound notes were found by 
one of the squads in our company.  On page 66 I mentioned how Danielson and I came 
into possession of some of this money.  It seems that Dan and I were not the only ones to 
have helped themselves to that stash of money.  We found out later that several others 
also had decided to take some even though we all knew by that time that it was 
counterfeit money.  It had been printed by the Germans to use to confound the English 
financial system when they invaded England.  I might add that it was a perfect counterfeit 
job, and was only foiled by the British, when they found out about it, by calling in all the 
twenty pound notes and reprinting them with a very minor change that would take a very 
observant and well informed person to notice.  We got further evidence that the 
counterfeit story was correct when Harry Friedman, who had already been shipped home, 
wrote to us.  He had decided to see what would happen if he went into a New York bank 
and tried to exchange one twenty pound note for American money.  It would have been 
worth about fifty dollars.  He was told to sit down and wait while they looked up the 
exchange rate. In a matter of minutes agents of the FBI were interrogating him. They told 
him it was a counterfeit note and wanted to know if he had more.  Harry lied and told 
them he had just found this one note in Europe and that it was the only one he had.  He 
did not want to give up these marvelous souvenirs. After we had heard from Harry, we 
knew for absolute sure that our notes were worthless. 
 
Now at this time, in the autumn of 1945, the French financial system was undergoing 
such a high rate of inflation that the franc was losing value in the international money 
market every few days.  The people of France would have loved to convert their French 
money into United States or British notes, but the banks would not do it, and I do believe 
it was illegal in that country.  
 
As a result of this situation a black market arose in Paris and shady-looking men stopped 
any American military person to offer twice the value of any United States or English 
currency.  We could go into any bank and change from U.S. or British to French francs, 
even though they would not exchange francs for dollars or pounds.  In a bank, however, it 
would be at the current exchange rate and these fellows were offering double the 
exchange rate. For those of us on leave in Paris it would have been a good deal, since we 
could have a wonderful time spending the money on food, drink, entertainment, and gifts 
before we left the country.  
 
The only problem was that we did not have any United States or English money; we were 
operating on United States military script, printed by the Army.  And so for the first day 
or so, when these men accosted us, we just said that we didn’t have any and kept on 
walking.  
 
However an interesting story eventually unfolded out of this strange set of circumstances, 
and it follows on the next page. 
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The English Money Story Continues: 
 
After a day or two in Paris, and after turning away many times from the men asking us if 
we had any foreign currency, we suddenly realized that back in our hotel rooms we each 
had a small fortune in the counterfeit English twenty pound notes.  Dan and Honodel 
were not so sure about the idea that I found intriguing.  Within an hour we were on the 
street in front of the Paris Opera House.  It had been decided that I would be the money 
exchanger; that Dan and Honodel would watch from a discreet distance; and if I had to 
leave the area they would wait in front of the Opera House until I returned.  I had six 
notes, two for each of us, and it was not long before I was solicited.  When I told the man 
that I had some English money he was interested and asked me to follow him.  He led me 
down several side streets and little alleys, all the time in silence.  Eventually we arrived at 
a tiny tavern, and although it was near lunchtime, the place was nearly deserted.  We sat 
down at a table and he looked at the six notes, worth around $300.  He excused himself 
and disappeared into a back room.  I was beginning to get nervous since it dawned on me 
that I was dealing with criminals who would take a very dim view of someone trying to 
cheat them.  I debated about getting up and making a run for it, but figured I was 
probably being watched so I decided to play it cool and sat patiently.  Finally the man 
came out and explained that his boss knew that there were counterfeit English notes being 
spread around and that he honestly could not determine if these six notes were authentic.  
He then made me a deal; he would exchange the notes for French francs at the going rate, 
but would not double it.  I was on the spot, since if I refused I ended up with no good 
money.  If I accepted, it was almost an admission of guilt that I knew they were worthless 
because that kind of deal I could get in any bank.  I made a quick decision and told him I 
would accept his deal since my buddies and I had only another day or two in Paris and we 
could use the spendable francs and it being a weekend the banks were closed.  I was very 
happy seeing him count out about $300 worth of francs.  I thanked him and left. I made 
my way back to The Opera House and found Dan and Honodel.  They had been frantic 
knowing I was in the hands of the underworld and they could not report the situation to 
the local police or the U.S. military police because we would all have been arrested for 
black-marketing.  We all breathed a sigh of relief and we had $300 to spend and a story 
to tell for the rest of our lives. 
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We take our leave of Paris 
 
I will again quote from a letter I wrote home after we had arrived in England. 
 
“On Monday evening, October 1, 1945, we left Paris at 8:30PM.  We left this place of 
romance and of beautiful women and I shall always associate this city with the smell of 
perfume in the air. 
 
On Tuesday, the 2nd of October, we arrived at Etretat, eighteen miles from Le Havre.  We 
had been traveling from Paris on separate orders, but here we were once again assigned to 
a group for trans-channel transportation.  Tuesday night we went down onto the most 
picturesque beach I have ever seen.  With stony shores like Winthrop, it was only a 
quarter to a half-mile long with huge cliffs extending upward from the sea on either side. 
It was here that Marie Antoinette had an oyster bath made especially for her.  According 
to some literature that we read about this location, it was a place where much of the 
royalty met in pre-revolution days. 
 
Wednesday morning we went to Le Havre.  On the U.S.S. Exchequor we crossed the 
channel and at 6:30PM we were once again in Southampton.  Ah, it was wonderful to be 
in England again. That night we ate in a restaurant and asked questions of English 
speaking civilians.  You cannot realize what a thrill that was until you spend ten months 
speaking intelligently only to other soldiers. 
 
It is strange that we should billet in a leave camp in Southampton called C-19.  It was the 
same camp C-19 from which we left England to go to combat last December.  It was by 
no means a leave camp in those dark winter days.  The camp had gone through such a 
metamorphosis that I could hardly believe it was the same place.  Instead of tents there 
were huts; instead of mud, pavement; instead of huge lines for “C” rations, there were no 
lines for the best food I have ever been issued.  Yes, the war is over and all I can say is 
‘Thank God.’ 
 
On Friday morning, October 5, 1945, we left Southampton and that afternoon we arrived 
in Shrivenham.  This was the exact day that we were supposed to arrive and report in.” 
 
One long year: 
 
I think this is a moment to mention that we had arrived the first time in Southampton 
from The United States on October 11, 1944.   It was only a week shy of a year until we 
returned to Southampton on October 3, 1945.  I think of what happened in my life in that 
one year. We had trained in England for several weeks, crossed the channel to France, 
entered combat in The Battle of The Bulge, I was wounded and spent well over two 
months in hospitals, rejoined my company and helped liberate a concentration camp, 
enjoyed several very nice months in Austria, and got the wonderful news that Japan had 
surrendered and that the war was over.  What a year!! 
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Shrivenham was a joy 
 
 
Well, it was October 5, 1945 and here we were at Shrivenham American University 
where we would spend the best part of the next three months.  It was both wonderful and 
strange, still being in the Army but not having any military duties to perform.  We 
quickly settled into this wonderful new environment. 
 
Our barracks was a brick building and we were assigned bunks in a large room that held 
twenty men.  There was not much privacy but after almost two and one half years in the 
Army we easily took this in stride.  It was the only slight drawback in an otherwise totally 
positive experience. 
 
The campus was outstanding with volleyball and badminton courts, golf links (which I 
did not use), and what looked like a football field.  There was a Special Service Bureau 
with bicycles that you could sign out for a twenty-four hour period without charge.  I 
wrote home on the day after we arrived that we merry three (Dan, Honodel, and I) had 
been riding around this many acre campus all day and were having a wonderful time.  
 
We signed up for the three subjects that were required, and I chose Shakespeare, Typing 
and Insurance. The first because I always loved that subject, the other two because I 
thought they might come in handy if my post-war life should be in my Dad’s insurance 
agency, even though that was only a slight possibility in my mind at the time. 
 
All three subjects required only a total of twenty hours a week, plus the volleyball I 
signed up for on Tuesday and Thursday mornings for two hours each of those days.  
Although the weekdays were pretty well occupied with this schedule, the evenings and 
weekends were totally free.  We could leave the campus anytime that we were not in 
class and go anywhere we wanted as long as we stayed within twenty-five miles, all this 
without requiring a pass.  We often went to the nearby town of Swinden, and on 
weekends we went to London.  It was the Army, however, and we had to be up early and 
report for reville at 6:15 each weekday morning.  
 
In the building right next to where we were staying there was a Red Cross and we spent 
time there to get away from the twenty-person bedroom.  It was at the Red Cross where 
we would write our letters and best of all and we could buy food to “nosh” on.  
 
I will write about our weekends in London and I will also write more about this unusual 
university on the following pages. But for now I would just emphasize the impression the 
three of us got in our first days at Shrivenham, and the best way I can do that is to quote 
from my letter home which is as follows: 
 
“ I think I am going to like it here very much.” 
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Background on The Shrivenham American University 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
We were told that prior to World War II this campus was used to train military officers.  
It was not used during the war years between 1939 and 1945, but was reopened for one 
term as The Shrivenham American University in the fall of 1945.  In 1946 it became the 
home of The Royal Military College of Science.  Later this Military College became part 
of Cranfield University and finally in the year 2000 it became The Joint Command and 
Staff College.  
 
However, back to October of 1945, this was the beautiful campus where Danielson, 
Honodel and I became students for three months, and had a wonderful and rewarding 
experience. 
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As October of 1945 unfolded 
 
We soon found ourselves enmeshed in the routine of this college life.  Outside of being 
up for that 6:45 reveille each weekday morning, and the fact that we were still in uniform 
and living in a common barracks type room, we could almost forget that we were in the 
Army.  
 
My classes were interesting and taught by excellent professors.  An American artillery 
captain who, prior to the war, had been a professor at The Wharton School of Finance, 
part of the University of Pennsylvania, taught the insurance class.  It was a study about 
the theory of insurance that ended up being valuable to me in what later became my life’s 
work.  The typing class turned me into a fair typist, a skill that was very helpful in the 
years I spent in the office, and has also come in very handy since I have taken on this 
computer as a hobby in my old age.  The course on Shakespeare was one that I enjoyed, 
but required more homework than I cared to devote to it.  Result was, at the end of the 
term, I got two A’s and one C.  The C was in the Shakespeare class.  Danielson was in 
both my typing and Shakespeare classes.   
 
But the best part was all the free time we had, especially on weekends.  England owed a 
great deal of money to The United States for all the Lend Lease provisions that we had 
supplied during the war.  Since they did not have much ability to pay it back, it was 
decided that as a part payment all U.S. military personal in uniform could ride the British 
government owned railways without payment, or even the need of buying a ticket. The 
uniform was enough to get on board.  Danielson, Honodel and I took advantage of this by 
going to London almost every Friday evening and returning Sunday night. 
 
We loved walking the streets of London, often eating in some of London’s finest 
restaurants, and went to many movies and several stage plays.  One of the plays that we 
saw in October was the British version of the play, “Rosalinda.”   

 
 
I wrote home that we enjoyed Rosalinda in London. This was the same operetta that we 
had seen in August in Nuremberg, Germany.  The interesting thing is that I wrote home 
that the USO presentation for the troops in Germany was better than the production on 
the London stage.  Die Fledermaus has become one of Natalie’s and my favorite shows, 
and over the years we have seen it live at least twice, and a great many times on TV.  We 
own a couple of recordings on videotape and the last dozen years or so we have made a 
tradition of seeing it on New Year’s Eve.  I will, however, never forget the first 
performance that I saw in Germany that started my life-long love affair with this work. 
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The Anniversary Party in January and the Army’s Redeployment Plans 
 
It was October of 1945 that I found myself having such a good time at this college in 
Shrivenham, England and there was only one dark cloud.  As I have mentioned before, 
my mother and father were eagerly anticipating the party planned for the coming January 
that would celebrate both their twenty-fifth wedding anniversary together with the fiftieth 
anniversary of Zayde and Bubbe Cramer; and they really wanted me to be home for that 
important event.  It was in mid- October that the Army’s plans for bringing the troops 
home from Europe became more refined and I wrote the news home to my parents. 
The points I had accumulated for time in service, time overseas, my combat wound and 
Purple Heart Medal all were factored into a formula that predicted when I could expect to 
be on a ship bound for home.  I wrote that there was a slight possibility that I might get a 
ship sometime in January, more likely in February, and no later than March of 1946.  I 
had to tell them the sad news that it surely did not look like I would be home for the 
party.  
 
Stratford-on-Avon 
 
Stratford-on-Avon was at this time a quiet English market town of about 16,000 
population.  It also was the birthplace of William Shakespeare.  In this month of October 
we spent one of our weekends visiting this town and we saw a play at The Shakespeare 
Theater.  The play we saw was “ While The Sun Shines.”   I mentioned this in one of my 
letters home, but I cannot remember any of the details of the play, but I do remember 
well the beautiful town with the high peaked Old English style houses lining the narrow 
streets. 
 
Swimming and Ice Skating in London 
 
Since swimming was a passion of mine, and still is this more than a half-century later, I 
visited the “Y” while in London in mid- October.  I wrote home about this experience 
and the fact that, in addition to swimming for a full half-hour, I was able to weigh myself.  
I weighed 169 pounds, which was eleven pounds less than my weight when I joined the 
Army in the summer of 1943.  It is no wonder that my old uniform will not fit me in these 
latter years. 
 
Toward the end of October we decided to go ice-skating at an indoor rink in London.  I 
was thrilled to learn that my ice-skating skills, practiced so many times during the high 
school years at Elm Park in Worcester, still remained.  We went to this rink twice and it 
was on our second visit that I met an old classmate of mine from Classical High.  His 
name was Tommy O’Connor and he was now a Lieutenant in the Army Air Corps.  Rank 
was immediately forgotten as we had a great time talking about the old days at Classical.  
A few months earlier, while the war was still going on, the rank question would have 
been more of an impediment, but now it was just two old acquaintances happy to see 
each other. 
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St. Paul’s Cathedral --- London, England 
 

 
 

On one of our weekend trips to London we visited the very famous St. Paul’s Cathedral. 
It was rather far from the business and theater districts, and when we arrived in the area 
we were deeply impressed with the devastation of the buildings in this whole section of 
London.  At the outbreak of the war the German Air Force had bombed London almost 
every night.  Later on, even during the period we were in England before we went over to 
the continent, the Germans were sending over rockets that they had just invented and 
were the forerunners of missiles.  The result was that huge sections of this city suffered 
the damage that we now were able to see.  Fortunately the bombs and rockets did not hit 
the center of London where the business, government, and theater districts were. 
 
The most amazing thing about St. Paul’s Cathedral was that the buildings all around it, 
right up to the church grounds, were completely destroyed and yet the church itself did 
not even suffer a broken window.  The religious people were saying that God himself had 
protected his house of worship. 
 
Inside this glorious building we climbed to the walkway way up in the dome. Here one 
could whisper and the words were audible way over on the other side of the dome. 
Danielson, Honodel and I had to try this out, and it really did work.  The visit to this 
building was one of the highlights of our entire London experience. 
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November 1945 at Shrivenham University 
 
The term here, which started the beginning of October, was to be over at the end of this 
month. The term was scheduled to last only eight weeks, and as this month started we 
were half way through this most enjoyable period.  In addition to our schoolwork the 
three of us, Danielson, Honodel, and I, continued to have a wonderful time.  On some of 
our weekends in London Danielson and I rode buses out to the end of that particular line 
so that we could get to see different neighborhoods of this huge city.  On one of these bus 
trips we got off at the end and, as we walked around, we suddenly found ourselves in the 
Jewish Section.  It was a Sunday morning and I will now quote from a letter that I wrote 
to my parents. 
“Suddenly the empty streets sprang to life and thousands of people were food 
shopping at the great many pushcarts on the side streets. These streets had so many 
people that even a bicycle would not have been able to get through.” 
 
 
Our New Orders Arrived on November 13th 
 
We were informed of our next assignments and Danielson, Honodel, and I were to be 
split up. We were the last three of our intimate group of Army friends to still be together 
and we were sad that we would soon be traveling our separate ways.  The assignments 
were made according to the points we had earned that would determine when we would 
be shipped home. Honodel had the most points and he was to be sent to Southampton to 
await a ship home.  I had the next amount of points and I was assigned to the 94th 
Infantry Division, which was stationed in Czechoslovakia.  Dan missed that same 
assignment by one point and he was to go to another division that was not scheduled to 
go home until an even later date.  Dan and I did not look forward to being in new outfits 
where we would not know anybody, but since all of this would be temporary we did not 
let it depress us. 
 
We continued to have fun during our last weeks in England 
 
During this period we visited Royal Albert Hall in London and heard the London 
Symphony conducted by Sir Thomas Beecham.  One Sunday morning Dan and I went to 
Buckingham Palace and stood outside the wrought iron fence and observed the British 
guards walking their posts.  It was very quiet and the streets were nearly empty.  When 
we looked up we saw two American Army officers approaching, but since we were 
combat veterans and the war was over we just turned back to observing the palace. 
Suddenly one of the officers tapped me on the shoulder and as I turned around I was 
amazed to see a star on his shoulder.  He was a very unhappy Brigadier General and his 
companion was a Lt. Colonel.  He looked at us and sternly asked if we did not salute 
American officers.  I apologized and said that we thought they were only Lieutenants.  I 
do not think he was pleased, but we exchanged salutes and they went on their way. 
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November 1945 came to an end. 
 
On November 30th I wrote home that our term would be over in a few days, that on the 
following Wednesday we would have a “graduation ceremony” and on Thursday I would 
be leaving for Munich on my way to my next assignment in Czechoslovakia.  Honodel 
would be on his way home, and Dan would be going to his next place in Europe. 
 
 
December 1945 
 
On Dec.3rd Dan and I and some of the others had orders to leave Shrivenham the day 
after graduation. This meant we would begin our travel to our new assignments in three 
days.   However a late change in instructions came telling us not to turn in our English 
money for the script that would be used at our new assignments. No other news came 
with that instruction, but it seemed like a good omen. 
 
On December 6th Dan and I received new orders, we would both be placed in a 
Quartermaster Unit in which we would eventually be shipped home directly from 
England.  Honodel received his orders to report to Southampton and await his ship there. 
On the 10th of the month Honodel left us to start his journey home and Dan and I were 
informed that we would be leaving Shrivenham very soon and would board the USS 
Wasp, and aircraft carrier sometime between the 20th and 30th of the month.  I was 
overjoyed and wrote the good news to my folks telling them that I now fully expected to 
be home for the big Anniversary Party in mid- January.  
 
Unfortunately The Wasp encountered a very bad Atlantic storm on the way from the 
United States and would not be available for some weeks. This put us on hold and we had 
to await further instructions and we remained at Shrivenham.  Making it home in time for 
the Anniversary Party was again very much in doubt.  
 
 
Our Last Weeks at Shrivenham 
 
Although we were anxious to get home, Dan and I had no complaints about our 
remaining days in England.  Classes were over and the Army had no duties for us to 
perform, so they kept issuing us three-day passes, one after the other, and we proceeded 
to have a wonderful time. We slept, we ate, traveled to London and a few other places, 
and we collected our pay.  I wrote home that if the Army would always be like that I 
would consider reenlisting.  And so our last days at Shrivenham and in England passed 
by as very pleasant and happy days.  Dan and I were both pleased that we, of our whole 
gang of close Army friends, had stayed together and it looked like we would soon be 
traveling together back to The United States.  
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Christmas Eve 1945 
 
On the afternoon of Christmas Eve the Army issued one fifth of cognac to each two 
soldiers. Although neither Dan nor I were drinking men at that time, that night after our 
evening meal we sat around in our room at Shrivenham and almost finished our bottle. 
We decided to walk to a nearby Catholic Church to observe a midnight mass.  
 
So there we were, one of us Protestant and the other Jewish, sitting near the back of the 
church. I can remember feeling no pain as I watched the proceedings of the clergy and 
their helpers perform the rituals. We both felt good and were able to walk back to our 
room and were soon sound asleep.  
 
Christmas Day 
 
Although I woke up with a bit of a hangover, by noon I was feeling fine.  Dan and I 
enjoyed the usual wonderful turkey dinner that the Army always tried to provide on these 
holidays.  I wrote home that I had two helpings of the turkey and stuffing and all the 
fixings.  Life seemed very good to both Dan and me at this time.  However, we could not 
help but remember that one year previously we had been in the field in northern France.  
We were only a few days away from combat, and that year we had eaten our turkey 
dinner outdoors, in the cold, and out of mess kits.  
 
New Year’s Day 1946 
 
Well 1946 arrived and we were still in England at Shrivenham.  I was thinking that it was 
now almost exactly a year since I was hit with the shrapnel in The Battle of The Bulge. 
What a fantastic year 1945 was in my life.  It started out rather badly but ended up with 
this wonderful time in England.  But the question still remained, “When will we be going 
home?”  I really wanted to be at that Anniversary Party, and I was really eager to see 
Natalie again.  The Army did not disappoint and they provided us with yet another 
wonderful turkey dinner for this holiday.  
 
It was on this holiday that Dan and I received official word that on Saturday, January 5th, 
we would leave Shrivenham.  The excellent news was that we would not stop in 
Southampton, but board directly onto the USS Lake Champlain, an aircraft carrier being 
used as a troop carrier bringing the boys home from Europe. We had been to London the 
previous weekend and now realized that we would not be seeing that great city again, at 
least not for a long time. As it turned out I never did return there. 
 
And so, on New Years Day I wrote to my parents that we would soon be on our way, that 
it was once again possible that I just might make that Anniversary Party.  My last words 
in my last Army letter home was “ See you soon, Your loving son and brother, Al ” 
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The Magic Carpet 
 
Our time in Europe was finally over and we left Shrivenham on January 5, 1945 and were 
taken to the port of Southampton, England.  Dan and I, together with a large group of 
soldiers, boarded the aircraft carrier, The Lake Champlain. The enormous task of 
returning hundreds of thousands of Army people from Europe became known as “The 
Magic Carpet” and all kinds of ships were put into service to accomplish this.  One of 
these ships was this aircraft carrier. 
 

 
 
The trip across the Atlantic was very pleasant, despite the winter weather. We had no 
duties to perform, as we did on the way over, and we did not have to worry about German 
submarines. Dan and I often went up on the flight deck to get some air and a view of the 
ocean, but we did not go anywhere near the edge of the deck as there were no railings and 
the deck was about 100 feet above the ocean surface.  
 
I cannot remember the exact date we arrived in New York, but it was about January 15th. 
It was a real thrill to see the Statue of Liberty as we sailed into the harbor.  At the dock 
we were greeted by a band and also by the reigning Miss America, Bess Myerson. 
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Return to Camp Kilmer 
 
We were transported to Camp Kilmer in New Jersey, here to be processed and then sent 
to the “Separation Center” nearest to our homes.  For the moment, however, Dan 
Danielson and I were back in the same Army post from which our overseas journey had 
begun almost sixteen months previously.  I do not remember exactly what was involved 
in the processing at Camp Kilmer, but the only thing on my mind was the big anniversary 
party that was to take place the following weekend, I believe it was on a Sunday night 
and that would have been January 20, 1946.  
 
Within a few days Dan and I, who had been together for almost two years, except for the 
few months after our respective wounds, would finally be parted from each other, and 
that part was sad, although we were both excited to be going to our homes. 
 
My Last Days in the Army at Fort Devens  (about twenty miles north of Worcester) 
 

 
 Fort Devens was where this entire Army experience had begun and I arrived back there 
again late in the evening of the day before the anniversary party, and I realized that I was 
so close and yet so far from being home in time.  I would work on the problem first thing 
in the morning as I had no intention of missing this very important family affair 
celebrating my grandparents fiftieth and my parents twenty-fifth wedding anniversaries. 
This was an affair that I had been corresponding about with my father and mother for so 
many months and I knew how much it would mean to them for me to be there. I didn’t 
know how I would pull this off, but I knew I had to be there on the very next day. 
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Getting out of Fort Devens to get to The Anniversary Party 
 
The first thing I did the next morning was to begin my unsuccessful effort to get a pass so 
that I could get out of the camp, get home, and be at the party that very night.  I talked to 
the sergeants in charge of the unit I had been assigned to and I was told that it was 
impossible to get a pass during these few days of processing.  It did no good to explain 
that it was a weekend and that not much was going on anyway, that I would return first 
thing in the morning, that this was a very important family affair.  It was all to no avail.  I 
was told that processing did occur on weekends and that we had to be available in case 
our unit was called.  It was a very firm “NO” that I received from each of the several staff 
people I pleaded with.  
 
It was about noon when I had the sad task of calling my mother and father and telling 
them that I was only twenty miles away, that I was just sitting there doing nothing at the 
moment, and that those in authority would not bend, and that I could not get a pass to get 
out of this Army camp.  It would not be an exaggeration to say that they were terribly 
disappointed. 
 
How I managed to get out of camp. 
 
After the phone call I decided on a course of action.  I would get into my dress uniform, 
walk to the camp gates and try to sneak by the guard.  I would then take a bus to 
Worcester from Ayer, the town just outside the camp, and surprise my family. 
 
I had no trouble at the gate, the guard was busy talking to someone in a car trying to gain 
entrance to the camp and I simply walked out and was free.  I was A.W.O.L. but for the 
moment I was free. 
 
When I arrived in Worcester, and still thinking to pleasantly surprise my family, I took a 
taxi to our house.  I went to the front door, reserved in our family only for company, and 
rang the bell.  When my mother answered the door she looked more than shocked and 
said, “ What are you doing here?”  I was taken aback and answered simply, “ I live here.” 
 
After hugs and kisses I learned that my father had called my Uncle Max who knew the 
Worcester Chief of Police who was a retired Army general.  Chief Foley called the Fort 
and talked to the post commander, who immediately said that of course I could go home 
for the day.   My father and two brothers immediately set out for Fort Devens and we 
must have passed on the road, my going south in a bus towards Worcester and they going 
north toward Ayer and Fort Devens.   
 
There was no way to communicate with them, and they returned an hour or so later with 
long faces to report to my mother that despite a search of the camp I was nowhere to be 
found.  They had had a sad drive back to Worcester and so were doubly overjoyed to find 
that I was home, that I would be at the party which was now only a few hours away. 
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The Anniversary Party 
 
And so it came to pass that on this night in mid-January I found myself in the social hall 
of The Shaarai Torah Synagogue at 32 Providence St., Worcester, Massachusetts.  I 
really was at this affair that I had been corresponding with my folks about since the 
previous summer.  At that time I had been in Austria, the war in Europe was over but the 
fighting with Japan still continued, and the chances did not look bright for my being 
home. When the Japanese surrendered it looked a little better, but there were hundreds of 
thousands of American soldiers that had to be transported home and it did not look too 
promising for me to be in Worcester in time. 
 
But here I was at the party and I cannot begin to tell you how happy my parents were that 
I was there.  It was wonderful to see all my relatives in one place and although they had 
come to help my parents and grandparents celebrate their anniversaries, it also gave them 
an opportunity to welcome me home.  
 
When it was time for the after dinner speeches, the master-of-ceremonies (I don’t 
remember who it was except it was a man) opened his remarks not only by welcoming 
everyone to this wonderful anniversary commemoration but also spoke about how 
wonderful it was that I was home from the war and was able to be there that evening. 
When he introduced me and asked me to stand up the entire room stood up and applauded 
me. It was a moment I will never forget. 
 
It was a memorable evening for all who attended, and I think my parents and 
grandparents enjoyed their being so honored, but I also think that my being there added a 
great deal to their enjoyment.  I know it is an evening that I will never forget. 
 
Back to the Army and my Final Separation 
 
Very early the next morning, I believe it was Monday about 4 AM, my father and 
brothers drove me back to Fort Devens.  I was able to report in by 5AM and the sergeant 
in charge of my barracks was really upset with me. There were no other soldiers there; 
they had been processed the previous afternoon. 
 
I was told that I would not receive any punishment for going AWOL (Away Without 
Official Leave) but that I would be delayed a few days until the next round of discharges 
could be processed.  On Wednesday, January 23, 1946 I fulfilled my last obligation to the 
United States Army, I had a last interview with a Master Sergeant who asked me if I 
would like to reenlist. If I agreed he had authority to promote me to Staff Sergeant on the 
spot. I can still remember my answer to him, “ It is Too Late.”  And so I signed a few 
papers and I received my honorable discharge and I was once again a civilian. 
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Remember Museum 1939 to 1945 
 
Following the war a museum in Belgium was established to commemorate the war years 
as they related to that country.  Marcel and Mathilde Schmetz, a young married couple 
living in the town of Clermont, Belgium founded “The Remember Museum 1939 to 
1945” to commemorate the war years, and to pay especial attention to The Battle of The 
Bulge that happened in their area.  It was during this battle that their country was 
liberated from the long cruel occupation by Germany.  This museum has become a tribute 
to the American Army that suffered such high casualties while forcing the German retreat 
from Belgium back into Germany. 

 

 
 
In the year 2001 Marcel and Mathilde were honored guests and speakers at a meeting of 
The Central Massachusetts Chapter, Veterans of The Battle of The Bulge.  It was here 
that they urged the veterans to submit pictures of what they looked like during the war 
years and what they looked like these almost sixty years later.  I was persuaded to send in 
my pictures, and the following Christmas I received this photo taken by Marcel and 
Mathilde.  The address of the Museum is Les Beolles 4, 4890 Thimister – Clermont, 
Belgium. 
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A Reflection Fifty-Six Years Later 
 
In September of the year 2002 some of our intimate group of Army Friends met at a 
reunion in Ottawa, Canada.  Those in attendance were Dan Danielson, Ken King and his 
wife Ginny, Bob Honodel and his wife Betty, John D’Aquila and his partner Myron 
Ledbetter, and Natalie and I.  Below is a collage of pictures taken on this occasion. 

 
 

 
 

 
 
A quote by Dan Danielson 
 
At this reunion Dan shared a conversation he had just recently had with his 
grandchildren.  They had asked him what he thought about his time in the Army. 
What he answered them was something I believe the rest of us would heartily agree with. 
He said, 
“It was the greatest adventure of my life, but I would never want to do it 
again.” 

Finished June of 2003 
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The ensuing years 
 
In June of 1946 I entered Harvard University.  By combining the few credits I received 
from my studies at The College of Puget Sound and Shrivenham University with this 
summer term I was able to enter the fall class at Harvard as a sophomore.  In March of 
1947 I married Natalie Broder of Providence and we lived the next two and half years in 
Harvard’s married students facilities.  In 1949 I graduated and that autumn Natalie and I 
spent three months at The Maryland Casualty Insurance School in Baltimore, Maryland. 
In December of that year I joined my father in his insurance agency, The Louis H. 
Cramer Co. I spent the next 36 years working there. 
 
In 1950 our son, Michael, was born and in 1953 our son, Paul was born.  Paul later 
changed his name to Zak.  In 1975 Michael married Marsha Lockwood and in 1987 Paul 
married Susan Lang.  Our family expanded with the blessing of grandchildren; Marsha 
and Michael welcomed Melanie into their family in 1986 and Matthew in 1990. 

 
In 1985 Natalie decided to retire from her job at The Shrewsbury Public Library and I 
decided I would try to sell my business.  By July of that year I had sold the agency, and 
Natalie and I had our last days of work one day apart from each other.  Since then we 
have driven through all forty-eight contiguous states and traveled to Egypt and Israel.  
 
It has been a wonderful life and Natalie and I are blessed with a great family. 
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