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PART ONE - PEORIA TO MUNICH

The World At War

On February 8, 1943, the envelope from the United States Selective Service arrived at my little rented room on Morton Street in the near-northside of Peoria. I knew the greetings it contained even before I opened it. The war had been raging in Europe ever since Hitler had invaded Poland in 1939, prompting France and England to unite to halt the ever approaching Axis forces - a powerful machine of destruction consisting of Germany, Japan, and Italy. By the summer of 1940, Denmark and Norway had been overrun by the Nazis, France had surrendered in the face of imminent massive loss of life, and Britain valiantly fought on alone. The United States had been drawn progressively closer to the war by voting Lend-Lease to England and then moving to protect shipping by occupying Iceland and Greenland, adding to the considerable tension created by Japan's aggression in Indo-China and Thailand. When the Japanese Imperial Army launched an unprovoked attack on Pearl Harbor in the Hawaiian Islands, the U.S., with all the Allies except the USSR, declared war on Japan. Hitler, in an attempt to defend the military strength Japan offered him in his drive across Europe, declared war against the United States. U.S. involvement was primarily in the Philippines where our forces were progressively recapturing territory that had been lost to the Axis. In the closing months of 1942, even more U.S. support was needed in Europe and the Philippines, and our country was girding itself to make more sacrifices in terms of sheer manpower. America had a major investment in protecting the freedom of the besieged territories far from our borders. These were the world conditions when I received my notice to appear for induction into the United States Army.

Induction and Basic Training

With much apprehension, on February 18, I entered the Processing Office of the United States Army in Bloomington, Illinois for induction. Following the completion of many printed forms and bureaucratic shuffling from line to line, I stepped out into the sunlight as a Private in the U.S. Army. I was now Government Issue serial number 36449349. I was directed to the nearby Rogers Hotel for my first overnight stay in a hotel. It was a pleasant and reassuring diversion to be called that night by some friends who were nurses at the Mennonite Hospital. I suspected that my sweetheart from high school, Kay Eigsti, was responsible for that, as she was also a nurse at the hospital. The next morning, I boarded the Illinois Traction Train back to Peoria for my 8:00am physical, which was given to me somewhere in the 700 block of Main Street.

I took the Ann Rutledge train from Bloomington to Belleville where I reported to Scott Air Force Base on February 25. At Scott, I took the IQ exams, was outfitted and vaccinated, got my GI-style haircut, and went through the usual orientation program. On the 27th, I received a weekend pass home, hitch-hiking the whole way, and catching a ride in Normal with some El Paso people who took me right out to the front door of my home at the farm in Gridley. That GI uniform wasn't very pretty, but in 1943 America, it sure drew many a helping hand when you needed it!

On March 1, I was on the train from Scott Field headed toward the Fort Sill Military Reservation in southwest Oklahoma for basic training. I was assigned to FARTC - the Field Artillery Reserve Training Corps, Battery A, 28th Battalion, 7th Regiment, where I took instruction on 105mm split trail howitzers. Our camp out were near the Wichita Mountains, gingerly trying to avoid the attention of the many rattlesnakes. Weekend passes usually took me to Lawton, Oklahoma, where we frequented the typical GI haunts - movies, peepshows and non-alcoholic bars, spending a small portion of my army pay of $21 a month. I received one pass home and had to bring whiskey back to my sergeant from Illinois, as Oklahoma was a dry state. My six months of basic training was a concentrated course of foot drills, weapon handling, and survival techniques.

I left Fort Sill on June 21 by train, traveling to Fort Bragg, North Carolina to join the 101st Airborne. The troop train stopped in Meridian, Mississippi, which happened to be the hometown of Robert Bunyard, one of the recruits on the train with me. Since we were not allowed to leave the station in Meridian, we tipped a porter to call Bunyard's family, who came down to the train to meet us. Through the Bunyards I sent a telegram home to my folks to let them know what I was doing and where I was going. Incidentally, just one year later, during aerial combat, Bob Bunyard and I were together when shot down over Holland. While at Fort Bragg, I received one pass home before shipping out, so I was able to see my family one more time before leaving the country. On August 30, I left Bragg for New York, where I was to exit the United States to be a part of one of America's most formidable fighting forces - The 101st "Screaming Eagles" Airborne Division!

The 101st Airborne Division

At Fort Bragg, I became a member of the famed 101st Airborne Division. The 101st consisted of both paratrooper and glider units. The mission of Airborne troops was to move behind enemy lines to secure and hold important military objectives, and, by doing so, demoralize the enemy. The paratroopers, on a mission, would fill the sky with parachutes as they jumped from our planes. The glider units used an equally heart-pounding method of travel.

Our primary method of transportation into unfriendly territory was the glider...an airplane with no engine! Gliders were attached at the nose to a tow plane by a one-inch nylon cable, and were pulled through the air to their destination much as you pull a kite off the ground. Once in the air, our gliders were always above our tow plane to avoid the terrific backwash. Each glider was perfectly navigable by rudder and tail-flaps, and had its own pilot. On reaching the target area, the glider would release from the tow plane and be maneuvered into an appropriate approach for landing.

It's ironic that the history of the glider's wartime use can be traced back to the end of World War I, when the strict provisions of the Treaty of Versailles prohibited Germany from owning, operating, or experimenting with powered military aircraft. As a result, German planners looked at the glider with interest, and began to explore its military capabilities. Then other countries, including the U.S., saw the advantages to this relatively inexpensive way of moving large amounts of troops behind enemy lines.

The U.S. Air Force Waco CG-4A glider (C for combat, G for glider, 4A for model changes) was the mainstay of the glider arsenal. It was designed by the Waco Aircraft Company of Troy, Ohio and, of the 14,000 gliders manufactured, only four are known to survive. The closest one is at Fort Campbell, Kentucky. Built with a light, plywood flooring and a welded, tubular-steel frame covered with a tightly-stretched cotton fabric (I remember it always smelled like bananas), the glider was not designed as a thing of beauty, but as an aircraft which could carry many times its own weight in cargo. The nose of the CG-4A could be flipped upward to facilitate loading and unloading.

The 101st Airborne division has exemplified the epitome of military professionalism since the unit's activation on August 16, 1942. On that day, the first Commander of the famed Screaming Eagles promised his new recruits that "the 101st has no history, but it has a rendezvous with destiny". As a Division, the 101st has never failed that prophecy. During World War II, the 101st Airborne Division led the way on D-Day in the darkness immediately preceding the invasion. Later, when surrounded at Bastogne, General McAuliffe answered the Germans' demand to surrender by simply replying "Nuts!", and the Screaming Eagles fought on until the siege was lifted. For its valiant efforts and heroic deeds during WWII, the 101st Airborne Division was awarded four campaign streamers and two Presidential Unit Citations.

I was assigned to the 321st Glider Field Artillery, Battery "A", of the 101st. Even though many safe flights were made in gliders, it must not be forgotten that it offered a very dangerous flight. A non- military related accident illustrates this. On August 1, 1943, St. Louis Mayor William Dee Becker boarded a glider at Lambert Field (now St. Louis International Airport), as some 5000 people stood by. Minutes later, one of the wings broke free due to a manufacturing flaw, and the aircraft crashed, killing everyone on board. It's been said a glider infantryman had three strikes already against him on his one-way journey into combat.

There were benefits we enjoyed though, by being members of the 101st Airborne. We were given a 50% raise in pay that was called flight pay. We were issued leather jump boots that were the envy of ground troop GIs. In fact, if an Airborne man spotted an unauthorized GI wearing a pair of our boots, they were to be taken off the man. And, of course, we were honored to wear the coveted silver glider wings on our uniforms.

I am proud to be an alumni of the 101st "Screaming Eagles" Airborne Division. The 101st was made up some of America's bravest fighting men and has made a great name for itself in the annals of the U.S. military. In 1945, the 101st Airborne Division was awarded the Distinguished Unit Citation for our work at Bastogne. It was the first time in American history that an entire army division had been so commended. General Eisenhower himself presented the award at ceremonies in Mourmelon, France.

Shipping Out of the States

On September 4th of 1943, after a short stay at Camp Shanks in New York, I was shipped overseas with the 101st Airborne in a huge convoy. I was on a British ship, the HMS Samaria, where the food was awful. We lived on the cookies and crackers we bought from the PX. We opted to sleep on deck most of the time because of the foul odor and filth down below where the bunks were. One of our ships developed trouble and had to return to port. For security reasons, we couldn't tell anyone where we were headed until the disabled ship was repaired and the rest of my outfit rejoined us. While en route to the British Isles, we kept the German submarines busy by dropping "ash can" depth charges from our long convoy.

We disembarked in Liverpool, England on September 15, and were put on trains to our destination at Whatcombe Farms near Reading, where we lived in Quonset huts and horse stables. We were subjected to rigorous training - including many overnight compass exercises. I was to become grateful for the relentless marching and deprivation training I received at Whatcombe when it later became necessary to fall back on it for my very survival. I also remember a lot of boring guard duty and calisthenics in the fog at Whatcombe Farms. In contrast, it seemed as if the American Red Cross wagon was always around somewhere with coffee and doughnuts. I spent many weekends in Reading, and even used two of my passes to visit London, where I saw considerable damage caused by the German buzz bombs. The Red Cross was very visible in London too, providing rooms and food for the Americans.

I got in touch with my brother, Tom, through our signing of the registration book at the Red Cross. By coincidence, he was temporarily stationed at Aldermaston Field - about five miles from Whatcombe Farms. We arranged to see each other by writing notes in the Red Cross book after our names. His group had built a recreation hall from the wooden packing crates of our combat gliders that were shipped in for assembly. I even took training flights from Aldermaston airfield.

Louie Meiers from El Paso was our PX Corporal, which turned out to be a break for me as he supplied me with extra candy, gum, and cigarettes. I didn't smoke, but cigarettes proved to be a valuable resource to me later - far from the safety of England. Incidentally, Cpl. Meiers and his wife, Ruth, attended my wedding in 1945 and I was saddened, but honored, to be a pall bearer at his funeral some forty years later.

At Whatcombe Farms I was in the machine gun section, going on several gun- firing training missions at Bournemouth (on the south coast of England), firing at targets towed by planes. Also, I was in a forward advance party of four men: Lt. Hank Kowalczyk, Sgt. Vance Hartley, myself, and a driver. We were assigned to move ahead of our unit and arrange for our section's bivouac areas. I'm sorry to say Lt. Kowalczyk was later killed in France during combat. A portion of our training included how gliders could be snatched from the ground after landing during battle. A rope was looped between two "goal posts", and a plane would fly over, hooking into the loop, snatch a glider loaded with personnel (supposedly the glider pilots who flew us into battle), and return them to England. Since we were destined to land behind enemy lines, the army had devised this method to retrieve the highly-trained pilots. The system worked in theory better than practice however. I witnessed a large British bomber attempt to snatch an English Horsa glider from the ground, but when the Horsa proved to be too heavy, the bomber belly flopped and crashed.

Guard duty at Whatcombe was cold, wet, and scary. There was always the danger of an enemy invasion - large or small - with German bombers flying overhead often. We were stationed at strategic points on the hills around our camp. One of my friends, John Smith, was caught sleeping while on guard duty, and served time in the brig for his negligence. Smith was another of my compatriots who was later killed in action in France.

The Red Cross doughnut wagon (with American girls as hostesses) was always at our camp when we would return at about 3:00am after a compass exercise. We were usually given the morning off to rest up after one of those all night excursions.

D-Day

We left Whatcombe Farms in May of 1944 for what was to become the invasion of France...the Allied forces' attempt to recapture France from the occupying German army. My unit spent two weeks at a marshaling area at Abergervenny, Wales, and left Bristol aboard the HMS Liberty on June 1 to spend the next four days in the English Channel. We were told on June 5 that, on the next day, the invasion would begin. By early morning on the 6th, planes were flying over, headed toward Normandy. The bombers literally blew that part of the coast of France to bits to clear the area, making it safe for our landing by sea to begin to set up Allied occupation. Then, for hours, our battleships fired thousands of rounds of ammo onto the beaches until it seemed impossible that anyone could still be alive there. Finally, it was time for the ground troops, of which I was one. The 101st Airborne had been divided into separate air and water assaults, with the first half going in by glider and the rest of us approaching the beach by boat. The troops who went in by air had a lot of unexpected trouble as most of the available landing areas had been sabotaged by the many short stakes that had been pounded into the ground, causing our gliders to crash when touching down. We lost General Donald Pratt in such a crash. Those of us coming in by boat had problems too. As per our orders, we observed the destruction from the deck of the Liberty until about 2:00 or 3:00 in the afternoon, and then, during our approach, we hit a mine and had to evacuate the ship by climbing over the sides on ropes. We scrambled into an LST filled with personnel just in time for me to see a German fighter plane get shot down, the pilot parachute out, and get rescued by a boat. Our LST attempted a shore landing three times before we could get off since the water was so deep right at the shoreline. The water was up to my shoulders, and I had to hold my equipment and gun over my head because I sure didn't want to hit that beach with a wet rifle!

I finally slogged up onto what was known as Utah Beach. The coastline was littered with dead bodies - many of them piled up like cord wood on the beach. We were immediately strafed by a German fighter plane and I dove underneath a Caterpillar tractor for protection. When we got the all-clear signal, we marched several miles inland to meet our glider sections and set up our guns into firing position. I don't think we fired a single round that night. It was interesting that, by pre arrangement, U.S. planes had black and white stripes marking the wings and bodies so we ground troops could more readily identify our own aircraft but, by the next morning, the Germans had their planes marked in exactly the same way.

During the next several weeks, we moved to several more gun emplacements. We never fired the somewhat short-ranged machine guns we carried, but we did make use of our artillery, which meant we were usually within two-and-a-half miles of the Germans, which was the range of our big guns. A few of us went out scouting during a lull in the activities and ran across several dead German soldiers. A search of one of them revealed forty dollars of our invasion money that he must have taken from one of our guys in a similar situation. I relieved him of the rifle he would no longer need, and I still have that weapon to this day.

During combat duty, it seemed to rain an awful lot, and we were always cold and wet and muddy from sleeping in our foxholes. Not that the experience didn't have a few light moments though, as we stumbled upon a nearly full wine cask one day and we did our American duty of drinking most of it. The joke was on us when we all got very sick because of it. Apparently it was still very green wine!

We were involved in combat around Carentan and St. Lo, where I took the opportunity to pick up a few other souvenirs. My division was transferred out of battle after about three weeks and we pulled guard duty around Cherbourg, France for a week before being returned to the British Isles.

Back to Whatcombe Farms

Again stationed at Whatcombe Farms, some of us took advantage of a one-week furlough to fly to Glascow, Scotland. When our pilot found out we were Airborne troops, he began showing off his flying skills with quick dips and climbs, making many of us, (myself included) airsick. Our reputation as a rough-and-tumble unit was a little tarnished that day in the pilot's eyes.

The Scots were grateful to our American troops. We were among the first to return to their country after the invasion and many townspeople came down to the American Red Cross Center to invite us to stay with them and be guests in their homes. We accepted their invitations, but compensated them by more than it would have cost us if we had stayed at the Red Cross. The Scots, however, would not let us buy a drink in their pubs, as they insisted on picking up all tabs. This was not like the people of Scotland that I had heard about!

Back at Whatcombe Farms, we trained for another glider mission and were on the airfield ready to take off when the mission was scrubbed. Our orders had been to fly to Paris, surround the city, and protect it from the retreating German army. But General Patton had spearheaded a drive to Paris and got there before we could depart. As our training continued at Whatcombe, we knew something big was coming up. All passes were canceled for weeks and we were placed on full alert all the time. On Sunday, September 17th, 1944, we traveled the short distance from Whatcombe to Aldermaston, where my brother was stationed, and I was amazed at the number of C-47 and CG-4A air transports waiting there. Our orders were to fly over and land behind enemy lines to save bridges and other transportation routes from being blown up by the retreating Germans. The paratroopers took off that same Sunday. They were to secure our landing areas and we were to fly in the next day. The returning planes, emptied of paratroopers, were riddled with holes, having flown through enemy gunfire. Our own takeoff, however, was canceled because of fog over the English Channel.

On the morning of September 19, we were awakened early for breakfast and served steak. I slipped a big steak into half my mess kit and told the GI on KP to put fruit cocktail into the other half. He filled the remaining space with fruit cocktail and asked me if that was enough. When I said no, he reached back and grabbed a full, unopened, gallon can of the stuff and gave it to me. Apparently, they had been told to give us as much of anything we wanted! That gallon of fruit cocktail was to surface again that day.

Over the English Channel Again

That morning, we took off from Aldermaston Airport at 11:35 to circle England for what seemed like hours while the rest of the planes got into the air. We were about to become a part of the second major Allied push into Europe. So, it was over the English Channel again, but, this time, we had trouble. The fog was so thick, we not only couldn't see the rest of the planes, we couldn't even see the plane towing our glider. Suddenly the tow rope went limp as though our lead plane had cut us loose. Our glider pilot told us to get ready to inflate our "Mae West" life jackets because it looked like we would be ditching into the water. After following our rope down, we dropped below the level of the fog to about 25 feet above water level, and there was our plane - still hooked to us! Evidently, the pilot had experienced engine trouble, lost altitude, and we, of course, followed him down; or he had gotten off course and started forward again with us in tow. Finally, we found ourselves over the coast of Holland, but we were all alone. We had become separated from the rest of the 101st Airborne!

We circled for quite some time until another flight of planes and gliders came out of the fog. We joined in behind them - which proved to be a mistake. We were soon flying over enemy territory and were being fired upon! To our distress, we could see planes and gliders ahead of us getting shot down. Since we were at the tail end of our flight group, the Germans had plenty of time to get our altitude zeroed in with their anti-aircraft fire by the time we approached the emplacements and they gave us all they had. Our tow plane was hit and the left engine caught fire. There was an eerie silence in the midst of the firing as the surviving gliders pulled ahead on their way further into Holland. Our lead-plane pilot continued to tow us though he was losing speed and altitude rapidly. Finally, even the glider was hit, shrapnel tearing a hole in the fragile wing. Immediately, our control wires were severed by a hit in the tail section. Our pilot shouted that we were out of control and cut us loose from our tow plane. We had just taken a lot of small-arms fire from a wooded area below, so he tried to stabilize the plunging craft long enough to get over a nearby open field and into another wooded area so we would have some protection once on the ground. Our descent was so rapid and out of control though, we dropped and crashed in the open space with very little cover available. In the glider with me when we went down were: William Cox, Milton Moore, Ross Davis, Francis Watson, Robert Bunyard, and the pilot, Elmo Tibbetts. I later learned that we were shot down near Tilburg, Holland, a town where a friend, Mrs. Dean (Jenny) Kendall attended college. Dean met and married Jenny much later here in the U.S. But, on that September day in 1944, where we had just been shot down by German troops, the States seemed very far away!

Shot Down

It had all happened so quickly, I hadn't had time to realize how dangerous our situation was. Now, as we skid to a stop, the CG-4A cutting a deep furrow, we didn't think, as much as, react. We immediately got out of the glider - and circled it to defend it and ourselves. One of the first things we saw was a U.S. jeep with men in it coming down the road toward us. We imagined we had landed among own troops and spirits soared. But this was short-lived, as a group of Germans jumped out of the captured jeep, slid into a ditch, and began firing at us! As we crouched behind a few fallen logs that provided precious little protection, we considered our chances of escape. We knew the woods we had just flown over was filled with the enemy. We could have made a run for the forested area on the other side, but voted against it because we didn't know if we would be running straight into the guns of more Germans and, we'd probably get shot before we cleared the open area anyway. We appeared to be greatly outnumbered already and knew our position was defenseless. While still being shot at by the Germans, we voted to surrender before getting caught in a deadly potential crossfire. We had been forewarned by army training sessions to disable our guns and not be captured with German articles of battle in a situation like this. So, I took the bolt assembly off my rifle, shoved it into the soft ground, and discarded some German insignias that I had cut off Nazi uniforms in France. This proved to be a smart move because, when we were later searched, a GI who was found with these German artifacts was given abusive treatment. We couldn't find anything white to wave in surrender since all our clothing - including handkerchiefs - was olive drab. Finally, someone stood up and waved something at the Germans who had us pinned down. They fired a couple more shots and cautiously approached us. I think they were as scared as we were. Then, much to our surprise, another skirmish line of German soldiers emerged from the woods behind us - precisely where we had considered running for cover to make a stand. If we had tried to sprint across the field, we would have been cut down in seconds. Our captives carefully searched us (took my watch, fountain pen, and billfold) and then searched the glider. One of the first things I saw being carried out of the glider was my gallon of fruit cocktail. And that was the last I saw of it!

We were corralled with hundreds of other GIs in a big barn. Some of us were wounded and bleeding. I had gotten hit with something in my left ankle and blood filled my shoe. It healed in several days and I later received a Purple Heart for the wound, but it contributed to a pretty miserable night behind enemy lines as a prisoner with the rest of the captured members of the 101st Airborne.

The next morning, we were fed a dreadful concoction vaguely resembling soup that most of us refused because it looked so horrible. Our hosts told us that it would be more appetizing to us later when we were hungrier. That morning I was interrogated by a German guard who spoke perfect English. He asked me what outfit I was in and where we were headed. I told him that I couldn't give him any of that information and all I had to tell him was my name, rank, and serial number. He was very polite and said if I didn't tell him, he would tell me. He had already found out much of what he asked me - perhaps from questioning someone else. Besides, the name of our outfit was stenciled in white paint on the two-wheeled trailer in the glider. Before dismissing me, he gave me a plug of American chewing tobacco that he had previously confiscated from somebody else.

A Long, Forced March

After questioning, the Germans marched the 300-400 of us out of, and away from, the barn in which we had been held. A hay rack with a team of horses followed us to pick up the stragglers, and it soon filled up - but not with Airborne guys. All of our forced hikes in England paid off and, by this time, we were march-oriented. The Air Corps boys didn't walk very far with ease, as they hadn't been trained for it. We marched for days with little or no food. Our hike took us through villages and countryside. Villagers with bushels of apples and other fruits would line the roads and give us much-needed food. The German soldiers would allow this because they would then not have to feed us themselves. The Dutch civilians asked for the American flags we had sewn on our right sleeves and for the Airborne insignias we had on our left. I didn't give mine up because I wanted to be identified as an Airborne GI. During this march, Milton Moore, who was a heavy smoker, was really missing his cigarettes. We tore apart the plug of chewing tobacco the English-speaking interrogator at the barn had given me, and put it in our coat pockets to dry. To hurry the drying process, we stripped dried leaves from plants along the side of the road and mixed them with the tobacco leaves. After several days of drying and mixing, Milt rolled the stuff into strips of paper to make a cigarette. When we had gathered the leaves to help with drying, we had also gathered seeds so, when Milt smoked his homemade cigarettes and they burnt down to the dry seeds, they would pop and, sometimes, shoot off like a roman candle. These fireworks provided us with some much needed laughter and comedic diversion from the serious situation at hand.

We marched for days until we reached Utrecht, Holland. We were told by the locals at a rest area that we were cut off from Germany, so we couldn't be taken there. That information proved to be incorrect. We were loaded into boxcars and were off toward the Fatherland. The train was strafed once by our own planes during that ride. The gunners must have known the train was filled with POWs as they only fired on the engine area.

Inside the German Border

Our first stop of any length in Germany came on October 1 when we reached Stalag XII-A near Limburg, where the famous cheese was made. We were served rations of the cheese at times, but, as hungry as I was, I couldn't force myself to eat the foul-smelling stuff. This location seemed to be a POW distribution center, since the American GIs were being shipped to other camps from here. The facilities were ghastly, with terrible soup to eat and floors simply covered with straw for sleeping. While we were being processed at Limburg, the Germans stenciled a large white triangle on the back of our jackets and on the back of each pant leg in the area of the thigh. We were told this was a target for a guard to shoot at in case we tried to escape. This provided us with a good incentive to stay put!

It was at Stalag XII-A that I had my billfold returned, but never saw my watch or fountain pen again. As expected, all my invasion money was missing from the billfold, but, thankfully, all the pictures were still intact. That I still had my pictures from home was good for my morale as I spent many hours looking at them in times to come. I was also given a deck of cards that hadn't been mine but which I gladly received. That deck of cards would also prove to be very beneficial to me later.

It's pertinent to note at this point that the Germans, we were told, had to make a decision whether to treat the Airborne as Air Corps or Ground Personnel. The Air Corps went to camps that, reportedly, offered better treatment than that for the lowly ground soldier. Eventually, we Airborne were given the lower rating. So, shipping out of the camp near Limburg on October 10, we spent many days and nights on a train apparently on its way to another stalag designated for U.S. ground soldiers. We traveled mostly by night, parking on sidings during the day. We were told they did this to keep us from being strafed by our own planes. We were given nothing but bread and water (and very little of that) while we were on the train. We had to relieve ourselves in old coffee cans, then empty them out the high window slots that were covered with barbed wire. We were, incidentally, supposed to detrain in Frankfurt for much needed food and rest but our German train commander was from Frankfurt and, when he saw how U.S. bombers had devastated his home town, he ordered us to be kept locked in the foul boxcars straight through to our destination.

We Arrive at Stalag VII-A

When we finally detrained in mid-October, 1944, we were standing outside of what we were to learn was Stalag VII-A at Moosburg, Germany - forty miles north of Munich. It was raining very hard. Our captors lined us up in rows of five (I was later to learn that the Germans could only count in multiples of five), and made us stand in the rain for hours. It was under these conditions I received my first beating. I was standing hunched-over in line with my hands in my pockets when a guard came up behind me, started hitting me very hard across my back with his bayonet scabbard, and repeatedly bellowed something in German. Later, others told me he had simply wanted me to straighten up and take my hands out of my pockets, but I had no way of knowing what he had been ordering me to do. All this, and I wasn't even inside the camp gates yet!

PART TWO - A PRISONER OF WAR

Guard Towers and Barbed Wire

Viewed through the barbed wire mesh, Stalag VII-A loomed as a bleak reality of the circumstances in which I now found myself... circumstances I had not allowed myself to dwell upon when I entered the United States Army just 18 months previously.

The perimeter of the camp, as far as I could see, was a regular pattern of guard towers outfitted with machine guns. These military parapets looked over seemingly impassable barbed wire barriers. The sharp, spiked wire was used to create two 12-foot high walls separated only by more coiled barbed wire. The rows of drab, unpainted, squat buildings that were to become our quarters seemed to stretch into the horizon in a grid of grim neighborhoods, reminding us all of the homes, families, and jobs we had left behind. If we were to be held prisoner in Stalag VII-A for any great length of time, I knew it would be a daily threat to our health, happiness, and human dignity.

Stalag VII-A was huge! The very vastness of the camp clouds my recollection of the details. The camp extended well beyond my sight in all directions. I learned later that Stalag VII-A was Germany's largest POW camp, at one time housing over 110,000 Allied troops. This is a greater number of people than currently live in Peoria; Illinois' third largest city - all within a barbed wire enclosure.

Prior to my admittance to Stalag VII-A, Milton Moore and I had somehow managed to stay together. I didn't then, and don't now, know where my other 101st Airborne glider buddies were sent. I have made many unsuccessful attempts to track down the other GIs who crashed with me in Holland. Milton and I, though, were inseparable. We even shared the same bunk when overcrowding became the way of life during my captivity.

The uniformity of the rows of barracks placed consecutively one after another brings to me an image of never-ending parallel lines - despairingly outlined by barbed wire fence. Creating an even more disturbing spectacle, was an area just inside the main gate called the sonder-baracke, which was a special detention area for all the prisoners who had previously escaped from the stalag and had been recaptured. I suspected that no matter how uncomfortable my quarters were about to become, these American patriots in the sonder-baracke were surviving under worse conditions. They pressed against the barbed-wire enclosure begging us for some of what little food we had, and when we tried to oblige them by tossing in few chunks of brot (bread), the guards rushed over to the scraps we threw and ground them into the dirt with their shoes.

We Settle In

Assigned to a nondescript barracks on the north side of Main Street (which resembled the Main Street of my home town of Gridley very little), my buddy, Milton, and I entered the building for my first look at the inside of our new home. This poor excuse for a dormitory had a cathedral ceiling of dirty rafters and supports, and a floor roughly constructed with planks. The long walls were lined with wooden bunks built three high. Slats across the bunk rails tenuously held up the straw-filled gunny sacks that served as mattresses. These bunk coverings would become uncomfortably compacted in no time and, no matter how we tried to air them out, remained a refuge for bugs. The barracks had no electricity, no running water and no heating unit. We were facing a winter very similar in temperatures to winters in the Midwest of the U.S. - with no power, no heat and precious little bed cover.

The Germans did provide us with a few amenities, though. We had at our disposal one old cooking range with two burners over the firebox. This, for over 250 men in the barracks. It was used very little due to a continual lack of food and wood.

For artificial lighting, we were given a piece of some kind of carbide that, when dropped into a container of water, would give off a vapor of flammable gas. When the carbide chunk melted, or disintegrated, after about an hour, we would have no more light until morning.

Our one source of usable water was a central, outside tap that served the cold-water needs of many barracks. To shave, we had to check out a razor and blade from a German supply area. The toiletries had to be returned within hours so they couldn't be used as escape tools. Living the "American Dream", one enterprising GI set up a barber shop complete with a forbidden scissors and hand clippers. He charged from one to five cigarettes, depending upon their current availability. It's interesting to note that we usually shaved using the warm coffee we were served each morning because the coffee tasted so terrible and hot water was at a premium.

I must admit, personal hygiene was not our strongest point behind the barbed wire of the stalag...but it was often no fault of our own. As a matter of fact, in all the time that I was a prisoner, I was never given a toothbrush. Imagine the results of not brushing your teeth for seven months! Luckily, I was able to acquire a toothbrush through Milt Moore who was approached by a black marketer while we were on a work party in Munich. Milt traded cigarettes for two toothbrushes and a can of something that was called tooth powder. In reality, it tasted more like foot powder though. The crude brushes had bristles set into wooden handles. They didn't look very sanitary, but it certainly beat nothing at all. And the brush must have helped as I still have all my teeth except one I later lost to an Army dentist's forceps in Miami Beach.

The communal latrine was a shell building constructed with rows of round 12" field tile placed upright into the cement floor. The field tile served as our commode stools. Many of them would get cracked and then break off, leaving jagged edges. The raw sewage would back up and cover the floor if it wasn't pumped out on schedule by the "honey-wagon". It was due to one of these overflows that I endured one of the most frightening of my experiences at Stalag VII- A.

A Lesson In Rule-Keeping

The latrine was so dreadful, I once chose to break the rules by urinating onto the ground outside the walls of the building. Unbeknownst to me, I was being approached from behind by the patrolling guard and his Doberman Pinscher! The German allowed his dog to jump me from behind and knock me down. I rolled over and the Doberman stood on my chest with his front feet, snarling and lunging at my face. The guard toyed with the leash, keeping his vicious animal just enough in restraint to prevent the dog from biting and mauling. After that, I tended to use the bathroom facilities provided to me by the Germans.

In all my time of captivity, I had the opportunity to take only two showers, although I did occasionally have a wet-down from a pan of water. Before we were allowed to enter the shower area, we were herded into a room, told to undress, and draped all our clothes on hangers. The hangers were placed on a moving chain that carried them into a gas-filled chamber to be deloused. We were also inspected for lice and ticks before our shower. If found infested, the guards would shear our hair and smear on some badly-smelling, dark, greasy paste. I was subjected to that treatment once myself. The showers (both of mine) were glorious. We used our own Red Cross soap, and the Germans' hot water. Naturally, they didn't allow us to shower long enough to suit us.

Our daily rations of food were neither generous nor nutritious. Breakfast consisted of a cup of that ersatz coffee that was more suitable for shaving than drinking. Supper was an inch-thick piece of hard, brown bread and an unsigned, boiled potato. For noontime, we always had the concoction they called soup. It was usually a very watery potato soup with an occasional green bean. Once a week, we got a ration of meat; a one-inch thick slice of bologna about two inches in diameter. Our barracks name for this bit of nourishment is not one I'd like to share with you. Most other food I got had to be begged, bartered, or stolen from the Germans - or received from the International Red Cross.

No Mail From Home

I sent many letters home to Gridley during my imprisonment and it appears that most of them arrived. I was sent letters and packages from home but received none of them. Letters had been returned to the senders and, if the packages had arrived in Germany at all, it's certain that they were confiscated, and the contents used by the Germans.

My mother was surprised by a number of letters and postcards from residents of the East Coast of the United States. These good Samaritans were passing along short-wave radio messages they had received that I was in good health and hoped to be home soon. I have no idea of the source of these radio broadcasts. Perhaps the Germans were in the custom of sending them to the U.S. as propaganda.

The Red Cross

We were fortunate at Stalag VII-A to receive intermittent parcels from the International Red Cross. We were comparatively close to their headquarters in Switzerland and were among the first on the supply route. We were supposed to each receive a full parcel every week but six of us shared one package. This practice only changed once when, at Christmas, the Germans allowed two of us to split one parcel. The Red Cross packages varied, but usually contained cans of coffee, cheese, and powdered milk, a hard chocolate bar, and cigarettes - all of which we split six ways. There were usually five packs of cigarettes, so each man got about 16 cigarettes per week. Cigarette packs, by the way, had the tops cut off them. We were told this was so they couldn't be easily stockpiled for escape purposes. Since I didn't smoke, I traded Milt my share of cigarettes for his share of chocolate. Interestingly, our weekly Red Cross packages provided us with the POW legal means of exchange. It must be noted here that, in 1945, there was absolutely no perceived risk in the smoking of cigarettes. As a matter of fact, it was actually believed they contributed to good health and relaxation. Everyone, including German guards and civilians, wanted cigarettes. So, there was always a market for them - both in camp and when we were out on work details.

A Global Melting Pot

Prisoners in Stalag VII-A were of many nationalities. The Germans tried to keep us segregated by country of origin in separate compounds surrounded by barbed wire. We did manage to communicate with men in adjoining yards, though, by a rudimentary form of sign language.

On one side of us was a Russian contingent of prisoners that looked to us to be a perfect example of what we believed at the time was the stereotypical Russian soldier...muscle-bound and slow. They always outperformed the American GIs on our railroad rebuilding chores. Three or four Russians would lift heavy lengths of railroad track that required more than ten of us to get up. And, we always envied the warm clothing that the Russian soldiers wore.

There was also a compound of soldiers from India near us. What intrigued us most about the Indians were their latrine customs. Where we always carried our own toilet paper with us, they carried none. What they took with them to the latrine was a coffee can filled with water in which they washed their soiled right hand after completing their chore. I'm told this method of personal hygiene is why a native of India is insulted by a right hand extended to shake hands.

There were also many English and Canadian prisoners near us. These soldiers seemed more cocky and militant than we were. They were seldom seen marching out of step when they were moving as a group.

I always felt sorry for the guys we called "political prisoners". They were encamped in nearby Dachau, but we were often in work details near them in Munich. They were dressed in the traditional black and white striped prison uniform we now recognize from the films taken of the horrors of the concentration camp at Dachau. Their shoes were made of wood soles with uppers of white canvas nailed around the sides, making it difficult to walk...impossible to run. The political prisoners were always begging us for food and cigarettes, but our guards would not allow us to give them any. We had no way of even guessing at the macabre reputation earned at Dachau that we now know as the Holocaust. All we could see was that these special enemies of Hitler's Germany were more mistreated than the rest of us. It is a mercy that we didn't know any more than we did. We were helpless in our own captivity, only miles away.

Another Lesson Learned

Our forced labor within the prison walls was an exercise in drudgery and boredom. Even so, my one day of storing potatoes brought me another harrowing experience - and my second beating - at the hands of German guards. I was assigned to help bury potatoes in long, straw-filled ditches, then cover the trench with more straw and dirt. The ditches were right outside the stalag gate and yielded a supply that provided our meager potato rations. Not wanting to pass up the opportunity to fill my pockets with potatoes, I was discovered doing just that by a guard who unexpectedly stepped into sight. He delivered a severe thrashing to me with the bayonet scabbard hanging from his belt - a favorite weapon of the guards. After the beating, the man demanded to see my metallic prison identification tag that should have been issued to me back in October. By the time I received my ID number though, the Germans had run out of the metal tags, and I was issued one printed on cardboard. Not knowing that some of us had cardboard IDs, the guard angrily tore mine up and threw it on the ground. I was able to find three of the four pieces of the ID card, and I still have those three pieces that contain my German ID number, 075718.

We stayed in the barracks on the north side of Main Street until just after Christmas of 1944. Then, as more prisoners arrived daily, we were moved out to a southern part of the camp. Unbelievably, this area was even worse than what we had become accustomed to, since the barracks were smaller, and actually more crowded. The new location also meant we had a much longer distance to walk to catch our train when we worked outside the stalag. By the time we moved into the back part of the camp, the routine of each day remained pretty much the same. I'll try to share the details of a typical day, while recollecting some of the more memorable events that took place in Stalag VII-A.

Life in Stalag VII-A

We were forced to work at least six days a week - the schedule extended to seven days toward the end of the war. Actually, we looked forward to work details outside the prison walls. Of course, it meant getting out of the barracks, and provided some distraction to brooding about the living conditions and missing home and friends. We also received an extra ration of food when on detail, and the noon and evening meals would always be waiting for us when we returned, even if we didn't get back to camp until after 10:00pm, which happened often as we spent many hours on side tracks waiting for troop or supply trains to pass by.

A typical work day meant being rousted at about 5:00am, and reporting for roll call outside in lines of five men. We would often have to stand this way for hours. The German guard who did the counting was not very punctual to begin with and if anybody was missing, chaos and retribution would follow. All the barracks would then be searched by guards and dogs until either the offender was found, or we were recounted and all the prisoners were accounted for.

We would usually climb into boxcars by 7:00am. There would be fifty of us with five guards crammed into one car. The armed guards would sit on a bench across the open double, sliding doors. There was no seating for us. In fact, we were packed in so tightly, there was barely room for all of us to sit at once, so some of us stood during those long rides to and from work. The boxcars, of course, lacked bathroom facilities, so when we needed to heed the call, we had to ask permission to stand in the open doorway, hang on to the frame, and water the passing roadway. An interesting personal experience of mine includes urinating from the train door just before we quickly pulled into one of many small towns on our route and, as quickly, slowed onto a secondary siding track to stop. Soon, a German railroad employee who apparently had been standing along the tracks a few hundred yards back came running up, angrily demanding to know who was responsible for the horizontal line of wetness across the front of his coat. Thankfully, he never found out who the culprit really was!

Forced Labor in Munich

Most of our forced labor was done in Munich or nearby Landshut; usually the building or repair of railroad lines. Occasionally, we would pull a detail in the private sector of Munich. One particularly difficult assignment was on the day we were ordered to help clear out a bombed air raid shelter that had been hit by one of our planes the previous night. The shelter revealed a gory mess and I had to help carry out many dead, disfigured civilians. The building must have taken a direct hit and not many occupants could have survived the explosion and fire. The shelter's proximity to the railroad yards had placed it in a dangerous position since the yards were a prime target for our Air Force bombing missions into Germany. We would often work for weeks on a particular stretch of tracks and, as soon as it was useable again, discover the next day that it been bombed by our planes overnight. Despite the efforts put into our repairs, we didn't mind the destruction one bit, because we knew the Germans then couldn't use to their advantage the tracks and roadways we were repairing under duress. Besides, the renewed damage provided more opportunities for us to get into the city to work. We had heard, by the way, that some prisoners were actually paid for the labor they put in for the Germans, but we certainly never were.

Nevertheless, we considered our daily work trips into Munich as an economic benefit. Among other things, we used the city as a means to trade our cigarettes for bread or meat. While at our work detail location, we would be approached by black-marketers and ordinary citizens who would ask our guard if anyone had cigarettes to trade for bread. "Cigareten fur brot? Cigareten fur brot?", they would call out. Before the barter began, we would have to bribe the guard with one or two cigarettes so we could make the trade. Then the bread itself would cost anywhere from five to ten cigarettes. Once in a while, we'd get a guard that wouldn't allow trading with the civilians, but that was rare.

Occasionally we were watched by, and conversed with, English- speaking children. They would ask us as many questions as we asked them. They told me that English was a required subject in their schools. But, again, we would have to bribe the guard with a cigarette to let the conversation continue. This kind of contact with the locals provided me with one of the most touching conversations I ever had with a German citizen, which, in turn, led to a truly unique situation for Milt and me back at the stalag. I consider the experience to be the highlight of my captivity.

A Man to Man Connection

One day in Munich we were working on the railroad tracks outside a machine shop. During our lunch break, a German worker wearing a greasy, leather apron came out of the shop and asked me, in broken English, if we were Americans. When I told him we were, he said he had something to show me. Out of his apron, he pulled a dirty, many- times-handled letter. He said it was from his son who was in a POW camp in Georgia in the States. His son wrote that he always had fresh fruit to eat and slept in a bed with sheets on it. The machinist wanted to know if this was the truth, or was the son just telling him this to make dad feel better. I told him that it was all true, and that the United States treated all POWs that well, or better. The German citizen said he felt badly that we had to work so hard and were given such poor food - but that was all his country had at present. He wanted to know if there was anything he could personally do for me to show his appreciation for how my country was treating his son. Thinking quickly about a make-shift lamp I had already fabricated from a tin can and a wick-controlled element (stolen from a railroad signal lantern), I told the man I could surely use some fuel oil to burn in my little lamp. He left, and returned with three soda pop bottles of fuel. After bribing the guard (I don't remember how many cigarettes I lost in that one), I got to keep the bottles, which I put under my belt and covered with my thin coat. Unfortunately, on the train ride back to camp, one of the bottles broke, filling my pants with glass shards and fuel oil. I warned everyone around me not to light any cigarettes, or I might go up like a torch. Safely back at camp, I now had all the ingredients for a lamp to be used after our carbide lights burned out each night.

Life is a Little Brighter

Milt Moore and I then parlayed my lamp and the deck of cards that I had received back at the distribution camp in Limburg, into a source of revenue for us. After our official barracks-lights went out, we threw a blanket on a table and ran a poker game. Naturally, cigarettes were used for money in this gambling venture. Neither Milt nor I played in the game, but we dragged one "house" cigarette from every pot. And from that day on, Milt and I always had cigarettes to trade, and he always had as many as he wanted to smoke. This arrangement lasted for many months, providing a great deal of recreation for our buddies, and kept Milt and me "in the chips". 

Incidentally, our patrolling guards knew this clandestine game was going on. About once a week, a guard and his dog would come into the barracks, lay his hat beside the table, and scoop that pot of cigarettes into the hat. That was his cut for allowing the game. The guard was happy, Milt and I were happy, and it was only the players who complained when it was their cigarettes in the confiscated pot! Milt, by the way, contributed to our little casino one day when he managed to steal a bottle of wine while working in the basement of a Munich hospital. He rationed that alcohol out to us at the rate of a bottle-cap-full every night until it was gone.

Once, while working in a railroad yard, we found a coal car filled with turnips. Since the temperature was below freezing, the turnips were well preserved and just slightly frozen. We ate them like kids enjoying a turnip popsicle. Unfortunately, many of us got sick from eating too many of them.

The American "Blower"

As we began adapting to our living conditions, we became more creative with not only our food-gathering but, our preparation methods, too. Limited to the one small stove in the barracks, most of us improvised outdoors with what we called a "blower". It was a hand- driven, pulley-operated fan that created an updraft in a bucket-type fire pot. It was fueled with small kindling, and could be started and extinguished very quickly. We used it outside in our staging area where a pot of potatoes could be brought to a boil in a matter of minutes. Incidentally, I made a crude copy of a blower when I got back to the States, and still have it on display in my basement. Perhaps one of the least illustrious uses of a blower came when one of the GIs on work detail caught a cat, killed it, cleaned it, and fried it on his blower. I wasn't offered any of his meal, but, as I told my mother when she asked, I was certainly hungry enough to join in if I had been invited.

Friends and Enemies

My experiences and impressions of being held as a Prisoner of War are a strange combination of kindhearted contacts and inhumane behavior. From one day to the next, I didn't know what charitable gesture I would receive or what atrocity I would witness.

One morning, after climbing into a boxcar, to my surprise, one of the guards asked loudly if anyone present was from Peoria, Illinois. I volunteered the information that I was, but he said no more about it. When we were grouped into working teams in Munich later, I was not surprised to discover that I was in this particular guard's group. At an appropriate time, he came over to me and asked a number of questions about my life in Peoria, including where I worked. When I mentioned Caterpillar Tractor Company and Keystone Steel & Wire, he seemed to already know all about them. He also mentioned many other Peoria landmarks: the Public Library, Shrine Mosque, Commercial National Bank, and Glen Oak Park. He said he lived with an aunt on Bigelow Street in Peoria before the war, but had returned to Germany to straighten out some business when he was drafted and inducted into the German Army. He said that as soon as the war was over, he would be returning to Peoria to live. I never got the man's name, but it would have made for an interesting conversation if we had ever been able to get in touch once I had returned home. In contrast to that encounter, was a tragic event I experienced during a seemingly normal work day in town.

On April 9, 1945, we were working in the railroad yard in Munich, when we were caught in a plane raid by over a thousand U.S. B-17 bombers. Details of the raid are confirmed by newspaper clippings saved by the folks back home while I was a prisoner. Our guard in charge was a particularly cruel individual who would not let us take cover in a nearby air raid shelter. He said that the bombardiers were our "comrades" and wouldn't bomb their own countrymen. Luckily, none of us on the ground were harmed, as many bombs were dropping in our vicinity. Our fliers were not as fortunate however. I saw dozens of our planes get hit by the German anti-aircraft shelling. Some of the planes simply exploded when hit, with no chance for crew members to parachute out. Others had wings blown off, or were otherwise crippled, and only a few parachutes would emerge and quickly balloon out to dot the sky with white silk. I saw many of our brave Air Force personnel get killed that day. One of our bombers spiraled directly into the railroad tracks leading back to our camp, exploded into a ball of flame and twisted metal, and blocked our route to the stalag. We were held up many hours on a railroad siding while the track was cleared and repaired, and we didn't arrive in camp until past midnight. Even so, it was back to work the next day at 6:00am.

Could We Be Losing?

A number of factors contributed to doubts and low morale among the prisoners at Stalag VII-A. Often, after U.S. flyers completed a bombing mission and returned to bases in the west, we were astounded to see a new kind of German aircraft in the skies buzzing the camp with a very strange-looking, incredibly loud aircraft. The Germans told us this new plane was their secret weapon, chasing our guys out of the sky, and winning the war for the Nazis. The planes were unbelievably fast, emitted a long trail of smoke as they changed direction, and created a frightening noise that would roll across the camp in a way that reminded us of an extremely powerful clap of thunder. The Germans proudly called this new weapon a "jet" airplane, and it was something none of us had ever heard of before. What our captors didn't tell us, was that the jet airplane was now being used by both sides, and the German forces were being decimated by U.S. jets!

Unfortunately, the only news we received from the outside world while in camp was given to us by the Germans. A news report would be given to our barracks leader every evening, and he would read it aloud to us. The reports, naturally, always had the Germans winning on every front. We were constantly told of successful bombing raids of the Luftwaffe and the many conquests of the German army. We didn't believe it at first, but after hearing the same thing over and over for months, we began to fear that our forces were indeed losing the war. After all, when we were captured, we had been convinced that the conflict was going to be over in a short time, and when our captivity dragged into months, we began to have our doubts. For example, in early April, sometime after President Franklin Roosevelt's death, we were on a work detail in Munich when our German guard showed us the headlines of a newspaper that said FDR had committed suicide because the war was going so badly for the United States. We were inclined to believe it, because we hadn't received any news from the outside world for over seven months and had been fed German propaganda daily. To the best of my knowledge, there was no underground radio in camp, and we were totally isolated from all outside communication. We had no way of knowing what the world balance of power had become and, as new prisoners were brought into the camp, they were always isolated from the rest of us so we would have no contact with them to find out what was really happening out there. Also, more and more of our GIs were being brought into our prison camp every day, leading us to conclude our forces were taking a beating.

Our Conditions Worsen

In February and March of 1945, the Germans had been moving an increasing number of prisoners into Stalag VII-A. We were all forced to double up in the already cramped bunks. Milt Moore and I slept together in the space where just one of us had slept before. Because of crowded conditions everywhere in the German prison camp system, for the first time, some of our downed officers were also brought into Stalag VII-A. When we lower-ranked GIs pulled detail to work in the officers' compound, they begged us to trade places with them. They wanted to swap their uniforms and bars with us for our working clothes so they would have the opportunity to get out of the camp to work. Officers, under the Geneva Convention, could not to be forced to work, so they remained in camp, enduring the conditions and the waiting.

Finally, in late March, we were actually squeezed out of camp by the overcrowding. We lived in boxcars on a siding in Munich for over a month. We rested in a nearby area when we weren't working. The guards allowed us to form large POW letters out of stone on the ground. This was supposed to help keep our own planes from bombing our position, but it didn't. We were rousted from our boxcars as many as four times a night to be shuffled into a nearby air raid shelter. Security was lax enough that we could have escaped many times, but it wasn't worth the effort. We were caught in the path of the retreating German Army and the advancing U.S. forces.

Liberation!

One night at about 10:00, the guards came past our cars, unlocked them, opened all the doors, and then disappeared. We all got out and scurried to the nearby air raid shelter where we bolted and secured the door from the inside, not opening it for anyone unless he could speak good English and identify himself to our satisfaction. We had no desire to admit an angry German soldier with a gun who might shoot all of us. This was the first time we had ever been left alone and didn't know what the enemy had planned for us, if anything. We could hear that there was no firing or bombing taking place, which was as frightening to us as if there had been an air raid, because this sudden change might be bringing some kind of disaster.

We stayed put and speculated on these new circumstances all night and carefully emerged at dawn. We could hear heavy vehicle movement but couldn't see the source. Finally, as we slowly spread out from our shelter, some of us topped a ridge to discover a long-awaited sight. There, rumbling along the road were American tanks, topped with our GIs casually leaning against the turrets, smoking cigarettes. Munich had fallen to the United States military! You can imagine our jubilation to see our troops again - armed, battle-ready, and flying the American flag.

We were liberated that day, April 30, 1945 by the 42nd Rainbow Division of the United States Army. We surely must have been a sorry looking bunch of humanity. We were all in filthy clothing that had, in many cases, been given to us to replace our worn-out GI clothes. I, myself, was dressed in an old long blue overcoat and a French cap over my tattered Airborne jumpsuit, virtually the only clothes I owned.

We grouped again as a military unit and were housed in a nearby Munich apartment building at 222 Arnuf Street. U.S. troops had evicted the residents only moments before our arrival. Two of us were assigned to each apartment. The occupants had been moved out so quickly, we found coffee brewing on a lit stove when we entered the kitchen of the apartment. I made note of the name Pfister on the door of our quickly vacated apartment. In the short time we remained in Munich, we occasionally ventured out into the German civilian area. It seemed quite safe as U.S. Military Police were patrolling in their jeeps. It should come as no surprise that we didn't like the civilian railroad bosses who had given us such a rough time while we were on work details from Stalag VII-A. We would occasionally encounter some of these so-called bosses while we were walking around and get a little revenge. I suppose we were perceived as American bullies, since we would sometimes demand a cap, a belt, or even a watch, under threat of a beating. In my own defense, I helped out with the intimidation, but didn't acquire any of my souvenirs this way.

In the first week of May, we were flown to Camp Lucky Strike in France to prepare for our trip back to the states. Lucky Strike was no paradise, but it was a lot closer to heaven than what we had become accustomed to in Munich. We were given physicals and received long-overdue medical treatments for various wounds, infections, and ailments. We were each debriefed and, for the first time, were able to tell our stories to someone from the outside of prison walls. You would think we would have been anxious to get into town to do some celebrating, but we didn't leave Lucky Strike until it was time to board the ship to go home. Just being back in U.S. control was enough celebration for us!

Going Home

I boarded the USS Lejeune on June 1, 1945 at Cherbourg, France, carrying the meager souvenirs of my stay in Europe. You may recall my unit had pulled guard duty at Cherbourg just eleven months ago following D-Day. The Lejeune was formerly the German ship ,Windhuk, interned in Brazil and bought by the United States. It was commissioned as a 17-knot naval transport, was over 500 feet long, and weighed more than 19,000 tons.

Aboard the Lejeune, it was evident we were back in the U.S. Army, ex-Prisoners of War, or not! Much to our chagrin, many of us pulled KP duty on the ship and some actually served as waiters in the officers' mess... officers who had begged to trade places with us in the POW camp. Needless to say, they were not willing to trade with us now. I, unfortunately, spent several very sea-sick days on the USS Lejeune.

We arrived in New York on approximately June 10. The Statue of Liberty was a wonderful sight to us, representing, not only our first glimpse of the States, but the global freedom we had gone to Germany to defend. Saying good-bye to many of my POW buddies, I transferred to a train that took me to Fort Sheridan in Chicago, where I immediately called my folks in Gridley. It was a wonderful telephone reunion. Mom and Dad filled me in on a lot of the family details - including the big new barn they were putting up. It seemed as if I had certainly gone out of my way to avoid helping with the construction.

I was given a six-week furlough in Chicago and, within 24 hours, was back home at the farm with my family. I can't tell you how great it was to be back in the house of my childhood and sit down to that first home-cooked meal prepared by my mother and sisters. I also lost no time in calling Kay Eigsti, still working at the hospital in Bloomington, and then getting down there the first night to see her. She had just returned from taking a post-graduate nursing course in Texas. She had jokingly told me in the past that if I came back from the war all crippled up, she would have to have a way to support us.

Married!

The U.S. Army has a way of making us focus on our priorities to accommodate its schedule, so Kathryn and I were married in Bloomington on July 12 and honeymooned in Chicago.

I had kept a list of names of some fellow prisoners at Stalag VII-A. Kay Horiba, from Chicago, was Japanese, and he wrote in my "autograph book" that he and I would someday eat together in Chicago. Coincidentally, when my wife and I were on our honeymoon in Chicago, having lunch at the Forum Cafeteria, we ran into Kay Horiba just as he had predicted!

In August, I reported to a military base in Miami, Florida where I spent about a month before shipping out to Camp Lee, Virginia. Kathryn joined me at Camp Lee and we lived in a rented room for a month before moving again to Camp Shanks in New York. Camp Shanks, as you may recall, had been my departure point when I left the States for the first time on my way to England.

At Camp Shanks, I was discharged from the U.S. Army as a Corporal (a result of the automatic one-rank advancement awarded to all POWs), and sent home to pick up my civilian life where it had left off. The back pay I had not received was given to me in the lump sum of $980...a tidy amount of money in those days! From Camp Shanks, I took the Abe Lincoln train to Bloomington on October 28, 1945, completing my full circle of army life. I had returned to, after having left from, Bloomington, Illinois after serving two years, eight months, and fifteen days in the Army of the United States of America.

Military History

1943

2/8 
received draft notice

2/18 
inducted at Bloomington

2/19 
physical exam in Peoria

2/25 
reported to Scott Air Force Base, Belleville, for orientation

3/1 
reported to Fort Sill Military Reservation, OK, for basic training

6/21 
reported to Fort Bragg, NC, for 101st Airborne training

8/30 
reported to Camp Shanks, NY

9/4 
left New York on troop ship

9/15 
arrived Liverpool, England and traveled to Whatcombe Farms for D-Day training

1944

5/13 
two weeks in Wales preparing for D-Day invasion

6/1 
aboard ship in English Channel6/6 D-Day, Utah Beach, Normandy, France

7/20 
returned to Whatcombe Farms

9/17 
traveled to Aldermaston Airfield for aborted mission into Paris

9/19 
left England aboard CG-4A glider for mission into the interior of France, but shot down near Tilburg, Holland

9/20 
began forced march through Holland

9/28 
boarded boxcar in Utrecht

10/1 
arrived Stalag XII-A near Limburg, Germany

10/10 
left XII-A on train

10/15 
arrived Stalag VII-A at Moosburg...40 miles from Munich

12/25 
Christmas in a Prisoner of War camp

3/25 
moved out of VII-A to boxcars near Munich

4/9 
survived US air strike on Munich while on work detail

4/30 
liberated by US troops

5/6 
flown to Camp Lucky Strike in France

6/1 
left France on USS LeJeune

6/10 
arrived New York and left for Chicago on six-week furlough

6/13 
back home to family in Gridley

7/12 
married in Bloomington

8/28 
left for Miami, then Camp Lee, VA, then Camp Shanks, NY

10/28 
discharged from military at Camp Shanks

EPILOGUE

The Allied forces had managed to carry on without me during my incarceration in Germany. The war continued to rage after I was shot down in Holland as part of the second major push into Europe by American and British troops. By late 1944, France and Belgium had been liberated, and the war was carried into the Netherlands and Germany itself. Allied air power annihilated Germany's industrial centers and, in April of 1945, German resistance collapsed. On May 7, Germany surrendered unconditionally, leaving only the Japanese conflict still unresolved. In early August, the U.S. dropped the first atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and Russia declared war on Japan and Manchuria. Japan announced its surrender on August 14 and the fighting was over! The world's material and human losses were incalculable. Bombing of cities and the German attempts at Jewish genocide had killed millions of civilians. Peace treaties between the Allies and the Axis were signed in 1947 with Italy, Rumania, Bulgaria, Hungary and Finland (whose war with the USSR was a matter separate from the general conflict). A treaty was signed with Japan in 1951 and with Austria in 1955, but differences with Germany have never been formally resolved on paper. I would like to think that the global destruction and massive loss of life that resulted from World War II would be a strong deterrent to subsequent international conflicts, but history has continued to repeat itself. Even today's newspapers are filled with grim accounts of countries poised on the brink of warfare.

It is entirely possible that Eva Braun, Adolph Hitler's mistress, saved my life, as well as the lives of many other Prisoners of War. American intelligence learned long after Hitler's death that he had decided to use 35,000 Stalag VII-A POWs as hostages late in the war. Hitler had instructed General Gottlob Berger of the Waffen- SS to take the hostages to the mountains south of Munich and hold them there until he could obtain a satisfactory truce from the allies. If he was unsuccessful, the hostages were to be executed. Eva Braun learned that Berger opposed the plan, and that even if ordered, he would not kill the hostages. She decided that it would be best if Hitler gave the signed orders to Berger rather than to some other officer who would carry out the Fuhrer's command. She and Berger, both convinced that such executions were morally wrong, entered into an agreement. She arranged for him to have an appointment with Hitler, and while Hitler was discussing the matter with the general, Eva brought the typed orders pertaining to the executions into the room and handed them to the Fuhrer. He immediately and automatically signed them, and Berger left the room with the documents in hand. Both he and Eva knew that he could stall off Hitler until the war ended without taking a single hostage or carry out any executions, and that is exactly what happened.

Milt Moore and I corresponded for years. I visited with him and his wife in Gatlinburg, Tennessee several times. The Moores operated a motel directly across from the Gatlinburg Civic Center. As often as they could, they put Kathryn and me in their honeymoon suite above the office. Milt died when his son was quite young. During one of our last visits there, I asked Milt's wife if I could tell their son about some of the experiences Milt and I shared in Europe. Milt's son was about twelve years old at the time and we talked for several hours. I hope I shared with him some things about his father that he otherwise would have never known. It's particularly poignant to me to know that Milt died after a long struggle with lung cancer, a disease that was aggravated by, if not caused by, his excessive cigarette smoking while a Prisoner of War in Germany.

Kathryn and I traveled to Germany in 1978 and visited 222 Arnuf Street. The apartments had been remodeled into a very nice housing complex. We walked into the center courtyard where I had been 33 years before. The area outside of town where my fellow GIs and I had placed the POW letters on the ground had been converted into a pretty mini-park. We had wanted to visit whatever was left of Stalag VII-A, but were told it had been completely dismantled and the area cleared. Nearby Camp Dachau, incidentally, has been kept intact as a reminder immemorial of the inhumane atrocities that took place during the short rule of the Third Reich.

I remain extremely appreciative of the services provided to us by the American and International Red Cross. I received much support and food from them. My time as a Prisoner of War would have been considerably tougher, and would have seemed longer, if I had not received supplies from the Red Cross. I have, ever since, made generous contributions to the Red Cross to help support the fine work they continue to do in the face of natural or man-made disasters.

It is interesting to note, in retrospect, the "benefits" I received from the American government as a result of being held as a German Prisoner of War while in the service of the U.S. Army. For example, each of us POWs was given a dollar for each day spent in a prisoner of war camp. In my case, that amounted to $224. Also, the State of Illinois provides free license plates for one car, we are given free Illinois hunting and fishing licenses, and receive free admission to all national parks. I assure you, however, I would very much have preferred that my glider had not gone down, placing this farm boy from Gridley into enemy hands in September of 1944!

APPENDIX - STALAG VII-A

STALAG VII-A (1939-1945) according to reports by German officers. This information is taken directly from the private papers of the officers and, of course, is written from the perspective of the Germans. For example, when "the enemy" is mentioned, the writer is referring to Allied or U.S. troops. Portions of the following describe conditions or incidents which were either fabricated or I had no knowledge of. Some of this information is contradictory to what I experienced as the facts. Please keep in mind that these three reports were written by Germans, and came to be in my possession through an American Prisoner of War organization that distributed them at a POW reunion. I am passing it along with only minor changes to make the initial translation from the original German text more understandable. I have changed or deleted nothing to make it more compatible with my recollections of the truth.

ORIGINS AND OPENING OF THE CAMP

from information provided by Colonel Nepf, a medical administrator of the Germany Army.

On September 22, 1939, Col. Nepf and a couple of doctors visited the site north of the town of Moosburg where a stalag (stammlager or "central camp") was planned. They were not impressed by either the ground or the situation. The site was determined to be a very poor choice because of a marshy, flat valley downier, a chemical manure plant in the direction of the town, a dairy, a private dwelling, and a few shacks.

The group's negative report was to no avail. Reasons for that specific site were apparently known in Munich and the decision to build became this order: "A camp had to be prepared here within 14 days; a camp for 10,000 POWs."

The first section to be constructed was a temporary delousing station in the chemical manure plant shed. In fact, the station was presented as a kind of demonstration object at a conference of camp doctors held in Berlin in 1940. The station did not, however, meet the demands of either the camp commander or the camp's hospital doctor.

Twenty-five tents were then put up for the prisoners, the first trainload of which arrived on October 19th. However, processing was delayed because of pouring rain and these 200 Poles and 900 Ukrainians spent the night aboard the train. The next day, it took fifteen hours to delouse these prisoners...two-thirds of whom were forced to stand in the rain, as the train had departed, and the shed only held 500 people.

Slowly, but surely, the camp became organized. The huts became occupied and two areas, far too small to be effective, were reserved for hospital treatment. On March 14th, 1940, a new delousing station was put into operation.

The camp administration had its hands full. The camp, initially intended for 10,000 prisoners with a German staff of 107 officers, civil servants and others, was soon bursting at the seams. The Allies' defeats in Flanders and France meant 1000 to 2500 new prisoners every night for quite some time. Soon, more than 98,000 had gone through the huts and tents.

Col. Nepf made a colorful list of the prisoners' nationalities in July and August of 1940. The internees had come from all parts of the world: the Mediterranean, Africa, all parts of Soviet Russia, all the countries of Europe, and Australia. All in all, Nepf counted 72 nations represented in forty huts and many more tents. Among them were 2000 medics - doctors and stretcher-bearers - and 170 military chaplains. Every day the prisoners were given 17,500 pounds of bread, 4400 pounds of meat, 66,000 pounds of potatoes, 660 pounds of salt and sugar, and 10,000 pounds of other assorted food stuffs (soup additives, cabbage, and other vegetables).

The main camp was spread over an area of 865 acres (1.35 square miles) and was separated from the outer camp where prisoners were processed and registered.

The prisoners were examined, registered on filing cards, given a registration number, and passed on to be deloused. Only then were they allowed to enter the huts. There were three sick-bays where 300 - 600 POWs went every day. Four French and two Polish doctors, along with ten French and six Polish medical assistants, and fifty French and Polish assistants, most of whom spoke German, cared for the sick under the supervision of German doctors.

A major problem initially was the state of the clothing of the newly-arrived prisoners. However, workshops were soon established, and the French and Poles in them were very busy repairing and sewing clothes and shoes. There was also a carpenter's shop, a smithy, a watchmaker, a repair shop for bicycles and electrical apparatus, and others.

The prisoners also worked outside the camp. They were paid in Reichsmarks by the paymaster's office in the camp, and were allowed to spend it in certain authorized shops in Moosburg.

Letters and parcels sent to and from the prisoners were inspected by fifty Germans, assisted by 180 French and Polish helpers. The translators were overworked due to the fact that 140,000 letters arrived weekly, while 70,000 were sent weekly by the POWs. All 210,000 had to be read by the translators. Also, 15,000 parcels arrived each week...with Christmas of 1940 taking the prize: 26 boxcars with 150,000 private parcels and 12 boxcars of Red Cross parcels arrived between December 10th and 19th.

DEVELOPMENT OF THE CAMP

based on a postwar report by Colonel Berger of the German Army.

During the war, there was a considerable lack of farm workers, with POWs filling in for the missing men. The POWs were often the only male person in the house, and were generally treated as one of the family. The situation was similar in the small trade and craft shops and, the prisoner, if he did not actually have to take on the position of the called-up master, was usually a journeyman. The prisoners appeared to be as interested in keeping the shop going as if it had been their own business. Of course, not every prisoner found a job to suit him, and there were chores which were strenuous and disliked.

The camp administration was sent reports from all sections of the population full of gratitude for the friendly and helpful behavior of the prisoners. Officially, the camp remained free of any direct influence by the Party. Obviously, those prisoners working outside the camp came into contact with normal workers and were thereby constantly in the public eye, and the eye of the Party. However, here again, the Party achieved little. There were no punishment commands. Special commands were merely those prisoners who needed special watching for various reasons. For example, anyone who had made at least three escape attempts. These prisoners required watching even during their work, though all other conditions remained the same as for other prisoners.

The development of a black market amongst the POWs caused the camp administration considerable concern. The intention was to give Red Cross parcels to the most needy of the prisoners - especially as the parcels arrived so irregularly. Prisoners in the camp tended to get more than those who worked on the farms, and the sick were given extra rations. Generally, food (bread and meat) were exchanged on the black market for money or clothing. For example, a tin of Nescafe cost initially 60 to 80 Reichsmarks, and later, even 100 RM or more. In 1943, when the black market had gotten too strong a hold on the camp, the administration took severe measures to stamp it out, but was not completely successful.

Towards the end of the war, there were about 2000 guards and administrative staff caring for about 80,000 POWs, with another 80,000 prisoners and 8000 guards on outside work duty. Up until the end of 1944, the prisoners continued to pour in. The camp commander did his best to ensure that the lot of the prisoners was alleviated as much as possible.

An additional cause for worry was the future of the prisoners and their German staff when the camp should be finally closed. Before that, was the problem of what to do with all the prisoners taken during the final period of the war, and the ever decreasing area available for their safe accommodation. Prisoners in such outlying areas had to be transported to Germany, as Hitler had ordered that no prisoner should fall into the hands of the enemy. The prisoners then ended up in Bavaria, if they had not already been freed by the Allies. The prisoners in Bavaria were considerably helped by the Red Cross, which provided over a hundred trucks for the transport of additional food. The POWs were often in a sorry state, having walked all the way, carrying their worldly goods on their backs, or having taken any form of transport they could lay their hands on, such as hand-pulled carts. The commander requisitioned tents for 30,000 prisoners.

Vast formations of enemy planes flew over the camp and helped to boost the morale within. They stuck it out, followed camp orders and safety measures, and waited patiently for freedom. 

THE CLOSING OF THE CAMP

by an unknown German officer.

Thanks to Col. Berger's intervention via the Red Cross, Moosburg was not bombed. The safety of the POWs automatically meant the safety of the town. Berger also received orders to deport all officers and to send as many of his own men to the defense of Moosburg as he could afford. Both orders, however, would have meant a contravention of the rules of the Geneva Conference, and would undoubtedly be dangerous for the safety of the prisoners. General Command seemed to have an ear for Berger's plea, but, on April 28th, 1945, the local command was taken over by the SS "Niebelungen" Division, and the officer in charge was tricked into believing Berger was going to carry out the deportation orders.

When the officer had left, Berger assembled all the POW officers (15,000 American, British, and Russian - including 200 Generals), and informed them, in the presence of the head of the guard, of his decision to hand over the camp en bloc to the approaching Americans. A delegation which included a Swiss delegate, two POW Colonels, and the SS officer of the night before as Parlamentar (negotiator), was sent off for talks with the Americans in hopes the U.S. troops could be persuaded to go around Moosburg. As it turned out, the Americans agreed to not attack Moosburg, and accepted Berger's offer for taking over the camp peacefully. This transfer was planned for noon on the 29th of April. Berger and Koller, the head of the camp guard, managed to hoodwink the SS into believing they were preparing for defense, and planned the details of the handing over of the camp with the interned officers.

Berger's daring plan succeeded, and the hand over at noon took place without any untoward incidents. Catastrophe had been completely avoided, and the lives of the prisoners, and the people of Moosburg, had been saved.

No sooner had the camp been emptied of its uniformed inhabitants, than the next group moved in - civilian internees. In 1948, the camp was finally disbanded as a place of internment, and was taken over by the Bavarian government and, later on, by the Bund. Since then, it has been a place of shelter for German expellees and has formed the center of the New Town.

When it comes time for judgement day,

There's nothing much I'll need to say.

St. Peter will know so very well,

I've already served my time in hell.

Robert D. Reeves - 1990

Robert D. Reeves and his wife have five grown children and live in Washington, Illinois. Bob retired in 1982 from Caterpillar Tractor Company's Tool Design division after 40 years of service to the company, which included the time spent in the U.S. Army. Before his induction into the armed forces, he had been with Caterpillar for only five months as a distributor in the tooling crib. He attended the University of Illinois at Champaign briefly in 1940-41 after having graduated from high school in Gridley, Illinois. He was raised with five brothers and sisters on a farm just outside Gridley.

