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Chapter 10

SOLDIER BOY
April 1942 - July 1943

“Oh, the charm of Army life,
The touch of discipline and strife...”

The Military Life - Harold Rome

i - A Private Life - Briefly

To embark on my new adventure during Holy Week was a benediction, I
felt. My first full day in the Army was on Holy Thursday and, as customary all my
life, I attended Mass.  On Good Friday, after being completely and abundantly
outfitted, I proudly put on my rather il l-fitting olive drabs to go to church services
in the evening.  Holy Saturday I worked for the first time in my capacity as Private
R o h r e r.  That evening I went to Cumberland “on pass”  - from now on, leaving
Washington, D.C. would require written permission from my detachment
c o m m a n d e r, Lieutenant Moore.

Family and friends complimented me when I went home for Easter a few
days later. But I know now from pictures that I looked like a 14-year-old dressed up
in his father’sArmy uniform. 

I returned on Monday to an unseasonably warm D.C. and an office where the
discomfort was intensified by the wool winter uniform I had to wear.  I felt awful.
The next day was quite as bad, but now I was sure my misery was not just from the
heat and that I was coming down with a “bug.” Sure enough, by morning I had a rash
on my face.  At the Headquarters Company dispensary the diagnosis was German



measlesand I was promptly shipped out to Walter Reed Army Medical Center where
I was confined to the isolation ward.  What a development: one week in the Army and
I was a casualty! 

Actually, the seven-day episode was rather enjoyable.  The food was good,
the nurses were pleasant and kind, my roommate was congenial and the music - via
headphones - was entertaining and a novelty for me.  Mrs. Clark said it beautifully in
her note to my mother: “You know, we believe that ‘All things work together for good
to them who love the Lord.’I can’t help but feel that this is for Billy’s good.  He was
so tired and sort of exhausted over those long days of waiting to be examined when
he was enlisting, etc., that this will be a good rest for him.”

Good news greeted me when I returned to duty: I had been promoted to
Technician Fifth Grade (T-5 for short), a two-stripe rank equating to corporal.  

ii - “You’re in the Army Now!”

Toward the end of April I had my first Army shots, tetanus and typhoid,
followed by the nausea and sore arms that pessimists had predicted.

Then came April 30, last day of the month, Army payday, when the Eagle
s c re a m s. (I thus learned my first Army-ism.) As a T-5 I received $44.95, my first
income for a whole month.  I was in arrears on my room and board but the Clarks
insisted they understood and scolded me for even mentioning it and offered to lend me
m o n e y.  A couple weeks later I received my $70.50 monthly allowance for living on the
civilian economy instead of on an Army post - called “commutation”  - plus $94.97 for
unused earned leave time from my civilian job.  I was glad to be out of debt.  Even
b e t t e r, I felt rich! 

The little disciplines that went with wearing a uniform I took on like a child
eager to do a grown-up’s task.  I tried sewing on my chevrons and darning my socks
and before going to bed at night made sure I had a good shine on my shoes.  In May,
to get ready for the change into summer khakis, I actually pressed my own pants.  I
was fast becoming a neat and self-sufficient soldier and the novelty was appealing. 

In June I was promoted to Technician Fourth Grade (T-4 for short;
equivalent to Sergeant). That month we started close order drill two mornings a week
before starting work.  I found it fun although it meant getting up earlier. And I didn’t
relish having to work all day in a perspiration-filled uniform which was inevitable
when the infamous Washington humidity set in.  In the fall we did calisthenics -
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ironically, we thentook off shirt and tie, now
that the mornings were chilly! 

In November we started drilling with
rifles - 1918 Enfields.  This meant learning
the manual of arms, that precision
manipulation of the rif le in prescribed
positions.  For me, it was not easy! That
darned rifle was heavy and I simply lacked
the dexterity to execute the moves smoothly.
The dril l sergeant, gruff, tough Master
Sergeant Hanners, was on my case constantly.
Eventually I did all right - I guess.

These were all reminders that I was a
different brand of citizen now, in case I lost
sight of that fact, living “on the economy” as
I did.  One day I had to go to South Post, Fort
Myer, for some kind of inspection in one of
the barracks where some members of my
detachment were living. It looked
overcrowded and smelled like dirty clothes
and I felt lucky to be a commuter.

iii - Army Clerk

“Generals, shmenerals. The A r m y ’s run by the guys that type the requisition forms!”
- Sgt. Bilko

My first assignment as a soldier of the United States Army was in the
newly organized Operations Division’s Strategy and Policy Group, where I had
served a few days as a civil ian just before enlisting.  My first project was the
development of a new fi ling system.

S & P, headed by Colonel (soon to be Brigadier General) Thomas T. Handy,2 9

had two main sub-elements: a Strategy Section, whose officers developed strategic
plans (a grossly oversimplified description) and a Combined Subjects Section,
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Master Sergeant Hanners gave T-4 Rohrer a
hard time with the manual of arms.

29Handy was later Chief of Operations Division, June 1942-October 1944, during which he attained the rank of
lieutenant general.  He became Deputy Chief of Staff of the Army in October 1944.



where I worked.  CSS’s primary work was drafting and reviewing joint (Army-
Navy) and combined (U.S.-U.K.) policy proposals, initiating Army action for
carrying out decisions, and following up to see that instructions had been received
and understood.  If that “ functional statement”  sounds pedestrian, it was far from
that when understood in the context of an ongoing war! To illustrate, OPD’s
(including CSS’s) staff work that spring involved the main strategic issue of Wo r l d
War II - the issue of whether, when, and on what scale the U.S. and U.K. should
carry the war directly to Germany by invading northwest Europe, code name
BOLERO.  Then in June of 1942, that strategy was pigeonholed in favor of a U.S.-
U.K. decision to attack north-west Africa .3 0

My responsibil ities were
mainly of an administrative and
clerical nature, handling larg e
numbers of planning and policy
documents generated by and for the
Joint Chiefs of Staff and Combined
Chiefs of Staff organizations.  Most
of the officers in Strategy and Policy
were members of joint Army-Navy-
Air Force committees and
subcommittees - all tied in with the
Joint Chiefs of Staff system.  They
were continuously attending formal
committee meetings and it was one
job of my small staff to assemble
documents for their use in “agenda
books,”  not always an easy task
when the agenda was as large as 10
to 15 topics, each requiring one or
more basic documents plus backup
papers.  It kept me and my assistant,
Corporal Brendel, hopping. While my job required no analytical or creative input on
my part, an intelligent familiarity with the subject matter was an important and
indispensable requirement.  Even a superficial appreciation of the consequential stuff
that those documents contained was enough to incite my interest and motivate my
conscientious application to duty. I plodded from nine to 12 hours a day, six days a
week - and I loved it, although eventually it “got to me”!

The officers I worked for were a friendly bunch.  I admired their brightness,
their intelligence.  The chief of Combined Subjects Section when I joined it was
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during World War II Pentagon tour of duty, 1943

30Ray S. Cline, previously cited (pp 143, 164).



Colonel A. F. Kibler, a stodgy sort of man and a little gruff, but he could have been
worse, and was not chief very long.  His demeanor was tempered by the presence in
the section of then Major (soon Lieutenant Colonel) Wedemeyer, probably the
“nicest” officer I ever served with.  He later became chief of Stratgegy and Policy
Group.  I liked and very much respected Major James Woolnough, who was also in
Combined Subjects section, later becoming section chief.  I made some notes on him:
“A fairly handsome fellow. A darn considerate man, easy to get along with; seldom
has a sarcastic or nasty word for anyone...He’s a West Pointer, and acts it.” (Several
years later he became a high-ranking general officer).  

iv - Soldiers & Friends Off-duty

A few weeks before enlisting I had given up Spanish lessons.  It was just
as well, because now my erratic duty schedule and my work demands prohibited
regular attendance at the Sanz School.  They did not, however, inhibit my social
activities, which I could work into and around my work schedule.  This was
fortunate, because my social agenda was now practically doubled owing to my
many new Army associations.

On the one hand, I still had the frequent companionship of my fellow
boarders at Clarks’ .  Two new girls had arrived: Lidia Granski of Boston and Eva
Minear (Mrs. Clark’s cousin) of Iowa.  Taking advantage of the spring weather, my
roommate John O’Hara and I introduced the girls to Washington: Glen Echo
amusement park, nearby Franciscan Monastery, a moonlight cruise on the Potomac on
the SS Mount Vernon, Wa t e rgate, Artie Shaw’s band at the Capitol Theatre, etc., etc.
One Sunday we took the 40-mile bus trip to Annapolis - my first visit to the capital of
my home state - and although the Naval Academy and the capitol building were closed
to visitors “ for the duration,”  we enjoyed the air-conditioned bus, the uncrowded town
and the fresher climate.  With the other boarders, we gathered in Rock Creek for
outings as guests of our well-loved “ foster parents,”  Roy and Belle Clark.

In July John went back to Florida to work.  In September he wrote that he
had passed a qualifying examination to enlist in the Navy as a third-class petty officer
with a view to training in radio.  

Harleigh Brown took John’s place as my room mate. I don’t remember much
about him except that he talked rather fast in a New England accent and wore glasses.
We must have had nothing in common because we didn’t go out together.  He was
itching to get into the Service but for minor reasons could not pass the physical.  So
in November ‘42 Harleigh went back home to New Hampshire hoping that he could
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pull strings and get his local draft board to induct him.  It worked, and three weeks
later he came back to Washington on a short furlough to show himself off to us at
Clarks’ in his new uniform.  (I remembered myself a few months earlier when my
obsessive goal was to get into uniform.)

The Army half of my social life involved fellow enlisted men, some of the
new “government girls” (so dubbed by the media) in our office and that memorable
lady, Miss Alice Miller.

Miss Miller was a good and kind friend to me as well as to many other young
men and women in our organization.  She was sort of the duchess of OPD, having
started at the War Department before or during World War I as a secretary or clerk
and gradually working up to a special-projects person.  She was full of stories of how
she got such-and-such a general out of a tough spot through her research and
administrative know-how.   In early 1942 she, too, was assigned to Combined
Subjects Section as head of the joint and combined papers file room, where she
continued to render invaluable research assistance OPD-wide. She was undoubtedly
undercompensated, as was often the case then under Civil Service.
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entertain and hostesses to serve doughnuts and to dance with



Miss Miller enjoyed entertaining her young friends in her small apartment.
She shared our ups and downs and freely gave advice.  She was an interesting
conversationalist and had a good sense of humor. My good friend Fred Schrempp and
I often went to dinner with her after a long day at work.  Several times she invited a
group of us to her apartment for drinks, sometimes with hamburgers and baked beans
(she was a New Englander).  On New Year’s Eve of 1942, after another hard day,
Miss Miller and Fred and I had dinner then sat in the grand lobby of the Willard Hotel
and later joined the mob at F Street to see 1943 enter in.  

Dick Hickey - from steno pool days, now also an enlistee - and I
continued to enjoy biking, miniature golf, concerts.  Roy Upton, who was soon to
be married, tried to match me up with Amorette, a girlfriend of his fiancee -
“seemingly a good girl, but one never can tell the first date...I don’ t think she’s my
type.”  (Oh my, was I a moral guy!) More to my taste were stenos Ruth Hughey and
Bill ie To l e r, whom I dated occasionally, usually for parties and such.  A group of
G I ’s (I don’ t believe we were called that yet), including Roy, recruitment partner
Mac McCleary and Fred Christiansen often after work had dinner at the Balkan
Room, a downtown restaurant, sometimes followed by a movie.  

In late spring Mac - ardent, informed lover of serious music - and I heard the
season’s opening National Symphony concert at the Watergate and I went a couple of
times after that (I remember, for one, the enchanting little coloratura, Lily Pons.)
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War Department’s Operations Division, 1942



Good music almost always brought me to life.  Apropos of a later, quite marvelous
concert, I remembered an article entitled “Are You Alive?” in which the author listed
his tests to distinguish between when he was “living” and when “merely existing.”
One vitalizing experience for him was art.  I thought if art is an equally valid test for
me, then I truly lived through the art of the music I had just experienced.  It was the
National Symphony Orchestra under Hans Kindler with Oscar Levant the piano
soloist in Gershwin’s Rhapsody in Blue and Concerto in F, and the orchestra playing
Afternoon of a Faun and an excerpt from Stravinsky’s Fire Bird.  I was enraptured.

Another enlisted friend
occasionally in the off - d u t y
circle was Henry Homme, an
exceptional ly bright, absent-
minded-professor type, slow-
talking, dry - but howl ingly
amusing after one drink.

Fred Schrempp worked
in the Adjutant General’s office in
the Munitions Building and soon
after the start of war he enlisted to
join the General Staff detachment
and was assigned to my
o rganization, Combined Subjects
Section, where he worked under
Miss Miller.   We became close
buddies. After a few months, this
is how I described him: 

“Odd sort of guy, this
‘little pal’ of mine.  Here he is:
about 5’6”, 140 lbs, brown kinky
hair and a full pink face.  His appearance belies his 21 years; in fact, I believe he’s
more youthful looking than I’m said to be.  He’s Catholic; smokes; drinks when in a
crowd; is definitely not a woman chaser, though he likes the gals a lot.  Fred’s a hard
one to amuse - doesn’t care a lot about dancing, but likes popular music very much.
He’d rather just sit around & ‘shoot the bull’as he frequently terms it.  He’s a little
headstrong, too - refuses to do a thing he sets his mind not to do.  Hates crowds and
lines; likes to gripe about unfair happenings, his pet irks and Miss Miller’s talking! I
like Fred a lot - wouldn’t have palled around with him this length of time if I didn’t.”

Fred and I often stopped for a “Paul Jones and ginger” after work, hung out
in the service clubs, saw movies - especially those combined with in-person big bands
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Army buddies, CWR and Fred Schrempp, Washington, D.C.,
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(Jimmy Dorsey, Tommy Dorsey, Tony Pastor).  With Fred I saw my first professional
stage play: Noel Coward’s “Private Lives” starring Ruth Chatterton, the former silent
film star. We saw Irving Berlin’s “This Is The Army,” my first big-time live musical,
a thrill never to be forgotten (I even got Mr. Berlin’s autograph on my copy of the
sheet music for the title song).

We had long, serious talks in Fred’s room or mine.  At the end of a very busy
summer, we talked ourselves into the conclusion that we needed a change of pace; we
needed to have some dates with girls.  Why had we not been dating? Because, we
agreed, we were both too hard to please.  We didn’t do anything about it, though.  At
least not immediately.

By this time, there were certainly enough opportunities to meet girls. One
opportunity came along in October with the opening of the Stage Door Canteen in the
old Belasco Theatre building in the White House neighborhood, just off Pennsylvania
Avenue.  It was a wonderful place for GI’s to be exhilarated by live entertainers from
local night clubs and theatrical road shows (Bob Hope, Jerry Colonna, Lucille Ball), to
feed on free doughnuts and cokes, to chat and dance with young volunteer hostesses.
One night I danced with Jean - and was inflamed by “ the most adorable face I have ever
seen” (I wrote)! Oh, if only s h ewere my girl.  But I knew hostesses were not allowed
to date guests, a rule that I was neither bold nor slick enough to attempt to flout. 

Another frequent haven: the new servicemen’s center sponsored by
PepsiCola at 13th and G streets, N.W.  It covered four floors: the canteen, where you
could get quite delicious hamburgers for a nickel and all the Pepsi you could drink
for free; a lounge and information suite; a letter-writing and game room with a piano
and radio; and a shower room. There on a machine made available, I put a “letter” to
Pat and one to my mother on a phonograph record - a bit of a novelty in those days
before tape recorders were common. Washington showed us a good time, all right.

v - Maternal Attachment

Mother was possibly becoming a little more reconciled to my absence, for
her visits in 1942 were fewer than in 1941.  Nevertheless, we got to see each other
for I went to Cumberland quite often that summer: Mothers’Day, Memorial Day
(when I spent most of the day at Doerners’), the weekend following the Fourth
(Doerners’again), in July for my cousin Weezie Beaulieu’s marriage to Johnny
McLean.  In August there was another weekend in Cumberland, wonderful because I
got to be with Don Rolley for the first time in ten months, not to mention the thrill of
my first airplane ride, dancing at Clary Club and Circle Inn, and, of course, a songfest
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at Doerners’.  And later in the month I was back again for a week’s vacation, which
included the annual races, a date with Billie Jackson at Clary Club and a short visit
with Ann (pleasant, but no more sparks). 

If during all those home visits I spent too little time with my mother, I did
try to make up for it.  In October, I was able to obtain tickets to take her to a recital
by Jeannette MacDonald at
Constitution Hall.  I don’t know
which of us was more elated - both
in the anticipation and the afterglow.

Afterwards, we met some
of my friends - Miss Miller, Sgt. and
Mrs. Everett O’Connor, Henry
Homme and Fred - at the Iron Gate
Restaurant in D.C.  I proudly
showed off my good-looking “best
girl,” my mom. 

Of course, Kathryn Rohrer
was not a stereotypical m o m, but like
any mother, I suppose, she was
intensely proud of her soldier- s o n ’s
part in the war and symbolically
supported him by going to first aid
and nursing classes.  I wrote her:

“ You know, I realize there
are millions of women working in
the war effort these days, but it by
no means lessens my pride in my
Mother for doing her part, too.  Yo u
d o n ’t get your picture in the
newspaper perhaps, but just the same, your patience while facing the public eight
hours a day, your cheerful front in spite of any worries you might be concealing, and
above all, your sacrifices for me and your many prayers for all of us boys, will reap
just as many rewards in the end.”  (A little melodramatic, but war no doubt
rationalizes melodrama, even on the home front when the real war is far away. )

Much later, Mother felt me out on the idea of her coming to Washington to
live and work, possibly to board with the Clarks.  My precious independence at stake,
I promptly discouraged such a move.  I told her there was no guarantee that I would
stay in Washington for the duration of the war - and that was a fact.
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vi - Stress

By fall, I acknowledged that I was “run down” and did not know what to do
about it.  Were my social whirl and possibly the unrealized strain of Army conformity
conspiring against me? My promotion to Staff Sergeant (T-3) in October seemed
routine, no cause for celebration.  I knew I was underweight and suspected that I was
smoking too much, so I tried to cut down and planned to take vitamins.  Job
conditions could have been to blame in part: I often found myself unable to complete
a day’s work because of constant interruptions and the myriad petty tasks that took
time away from substantive projects.  

Once, serving as after-hours duty man, I complained in a letter: “Why
doesn’t General Wedemeyer31 go home? That man works himself to death and we
have to suffer along with him! I have to sit here in case he calls for some papers that
only I know the whereabouts of.  Oh well, this is the Army, Mr. Rohrer!” .

If I felt the weight of long hours and frustrations, what must it have been for
the officers who for months had been under extreme mental presssures from the
demands of formulating, discussing, debating Allied military strategy.  And so there was
no regret on my part when in November, on the day after the U.S. and the U.K. opened
a new front by landing massive forces “somewhere in North Africa,” I had to work from
9:15 AM to 3:00 AM the next morning - General Wedemeyer had asked me to “stick
around.” It was the execution of Operation TORCH, the first major U.S. action against
Germany and the first major U.S.-U.K. combined offensive of the war.3 2

In mid-November came a change of pace which, psychologically at least,
provided a temporary respite.  My office’s turn came to move to the new Pentagon
building across the Potomac in Arlington, Virginia.  It meant a couple days of long,
hard hours, but the novelty and excitement of evacuating the ancient Munitions
Building and setting up in the shiny, modern accommodations of the new, mammoth
Pentagon gave me something different to think about.  I wrote:

“Mother, you should see this building! Honestly, you can’t leave the office
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and take fifteen steps unless you suddenly find yourself lost.  It’s the hugest thing I
ever dreamed of, though it’s only four stories high.  So you might guess that it covers
a tremendous amount of ground.  We were very fortunate in getting offices on the
outside, and much more fortunate in that they face the city of Washington [room 3E-
780].  The territory surrounding the building is in a very crude condition right now -
roads still under construction, no landscaping, etc.  By spring, however, it should
really be a pleasure and monotony-breaker to stand for a few moments at the window
and take in the scenery.”

vii - “A Beautiful Friendship”

On November 20, Fred and I caught the B&O train for Cumberland where I
was to be an usher at Kathryn Doerner and John Kreidler’s wedding. Like me, Fred
needed a break and there were sure to be things going on that he would enjoy.  Don
was expected to be there and I was looking forward to seeing him again.

After the big church ceremony, an elegant wedding breakfast at the A l g o n q u i n
Hotel and a reception at Doerners’home, a bunch of us went to Queen City Station
to see the newlyweds off on their honeymoon.

That evening, Don and Anna Mary drove Fred, Pat Doerner, Louise Price
and me to Clary Club and then Circle Inn.  I danced practically the whole evening
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with Pat - I couldn’t help it, she was so cute and danced so well.  I was really quite
taken.  We didn’t get home until 3:00 AM.

I confided to Fred that I “had it bad,” and he said, “Pat’s the one that has it
bad!” I wrote Pat that till now I had considered our friendship as nothing more than
“all in fun” but that I no longer did and that I bet she didn’t either.  I suggested,
though, that we should go on as usual, ostensibly at least, for she was only 16 and I
was in the Army (I don’t know why I thought that had anything to do with it), but at
the same time “holding a much warmer spot for each other in our hearts.”

At Christmas in Cumberland, Pat and I went caroling with the Merici CSMC
group and it must have been obvious that we were a pair. Apparently our new, special
friendship was accepted by the Doerners, for although my relationship with the
family had for some time been quite close, it was a little unusual to be invited there
for breakfast after midnight Mass as well as for supper on Christmas day.

Back in Washington I went to the PepsiCola center one evening and for an
hour sang to the playing of a very good soldier-pianist.  It reminded me of our
songfests at Doerners’, with Pat at the piano and I wished I was there with her.  Soon
I would be trudging through the snow outside, as Pat and I had done, and I would feel
nostalgic.  I wrote Pat that I enjoyed such nostalgia. 

Eventually I mustered the nerve to tell Pat - in a letter - that I loved her.  Pat
replied that she liked me a lot, too.  But by and large, my letters were quite tame.  I
reminded her of a little joke we had both read: “Don’t show my letters,” wrote a
young man to a young lady whom he adored.  “Don’t worry,” she replied, “I’m just
as ashamed of them as you are.”

Neither Pat nor I was very good at expressing our feelings for each other in
person.  And yet, every time I went home, leaving Pat became more difficult.  

viii - An Unhealthy Development

Being in love was apparently not helping me to feel better physically, a
condition that undoubtedly affected my mental state, manifested in some rather
uncomfortable introspection. For example, in early January 1943, I was deeply moved
by a triduum sermon at Sacred Heart Church in D.C. on the subject of s i n, although as I
look back, I don’t believe I was really a base sinner! Then I felt that I was in a rut; I was
dissatisfied with my way of living, certain aspects of my personality, my mental capacity,
my will power.  One positive note: I recognized that I needed to knuckle down and break
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my bad habits and form some good ones.  In the meantime, however, I believed I was no
longer interested in my work and that a big change in my job might help.

One would have thought that my promotion to Technical Sergeant on
February 15, 1943, was my “big change” on a silver platter.  Instead, while my duties
would remain the same, I was somewhat intimidated: Would I be able to live up to
whatever my lofty status entailed?

In fact, my roof fell in.  Visiting Mother and Aunt Dot in Baltimore in late
February, I actually fainted - for the first time in my life - in the hotel dining room.  I
imagined the worst: Heart? Low blood pressure? Tuberculosis? Of course the more I
worried the more anxious I became and the worse I felt, and I soon had two dizzy
spells at the office and had to go to the dispensary but no cause was found.
Eventually, on the insistence of my boss, Colonel Woolnough, I was given a complete
physical and tests, but still no positive medical reasons for my condition were found.
My doctor, Major Belgorod, diagnosed the problem as “overwork and self-concern.”
He prescribed cutting out cigarettes, coffee and alcohol, and asked my boss to release
me from duty at 5:00 each day.  He also prescribed vitamin supplements and said to
gorge myself with calories with a goal of gaining 20 pounds.  Apparently I did not
have some awful malady.

At first I stuck to my regimen fairly well and at one point actually gained
four pounds.  But little by little I built up to what for me was heavy smoking and was
soon losing weight again.  The doctor put me on a tranquilizer - phenobarbital - which
made me drowsy, a bad way to be in my job.  In May, Major Belgorod started giving
me weekly vitamin B complex shots.  Even as late as mid-June, there was still no
weight gain.  I knew I had myself to blame: I was a disobedient patient and I hadn’t
much will power.  I don’t know when after that I stopped seeing the doctor, but I
eventually simply coped with my “condition,” dealt with my seasonal colds, alergies
and asthma, and reconciled myself to being skinny and not robust.

ix - A New Way of Life

On March 31, 1943, the first year of my Army career ended.  Coincidentally,
it was the last day of my comfortable life in the home of Roy and Belle Clark.  The
Army had decreed that all unmarried soldiers of the War Department Detachment
henceforth would live at the Army post near the Pentagon.

On April 1, the anniversary of my enlistment, my buddy, Fred Schrempp and I,
shared a taxi (an un-Army-like mode of conveyance, to be sure) from his rooming house

150



then mine to Barracks 358 at South Post, Fort Myer, in Arlington County, Vi rg i n i a .

Our barracks and the others that housed the detachment were a cut above the
conventional communal enlisted men’s barracks in the significant respect that they
were partitioned into small rooms, each shared by two or three men.  One of my
roommates was T-3 Herb Nase, a temperamental, stubborn kid who talked a lot but
said nothing and made gratuitous insulting wisecracks.  The other was T-3 Dick
Eitner, tall and heavyset, spoiled by his parents according to Herb, and who was
likely, according to my initial impression, to tear me down behind my back.

There were 50 of us in 358 and that meant noise- from radios, arguing and
horseplay.  Luckily, we had a day room in a nearby building that was generally quiet
and comfortable, a good place to write letters and read.  There was a piano, too, and
a kid who played a great boogie-woogie that made me a little homesick.  And we
could always get away to the post exchange for a beer - and more noise.  The theater
on post seemed to show only movies I had seen and the waiting lines were too long
anyway.

It didn’t take long to get used to mess hall food.  I soon learned that ground
beef in a sauce on toast was SOS - “S**t-on-a-Shingle.” On the whole, the food was
not bad, but I still frequently ate in the Pentagon cafeteria as a matter of convenience.

Probably the most welcome change for me was no longer having to
commute to work by bus.  Now, I marchedto the Pentagon, and that was surely good
exercise for me.  When I got my sixth stripe - Master Sergeant - on May 1, I was put
in command of one of the platoons.  In addition to serving as leader at our twice
weekly close order drill, I also had to lead the morning march to our place of duty,
including Saturdays, even my off-duty Saturdays.  Next I was given the additional
duty of training recruits in close order drill one evening a week.  In my debut as drill
instructor, I was doing fine, I felt, until Major Hubert Kidwell, our commanding
officer, passed by and I got flustered and froze and, worse, failed to call my detail to
attention and to salute the major! (I’m sure he, a longtime former enlisted man who
came up through the ranks, regarded us desk-soldiers with a little disdain.)

In June two new routines were inaugurated: The First Sergeant woke me,
now the ranking non-commissioned officer in the barracks, at 6:00 in the morning and
I in turn had to wake up the others by 6:15.  It was a pain, but it did get me up for
breakfast, which I certainly needed.

The second routine was Saturday morning (7:00) in-barracks inspections.
As each soldier stood at attention in his room, the CO checked for cleanliness,
prescribed arrangement of clothes on racks and in foot lockers, properly made beds,
etc.  My recorded impression: “Then the whole company marched over to the
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building.  Oh, boy, does that make our company commander’s chest swell out, having
his whole organization assembled....The fellows do look nice.  Everybody saves his
best and cleanest uniform for this day and stays up all hours of the night, if necessary,
to get his equipment cleaned and shined.”

x - A Hot Summer on the Town - and Elsewhere

The heat and humidity that first spring and summer on post were brutal.  Air-
conditioned the barracks was not, the partitions were not conducive to good
ventilation, and the screenless windows and doors were an open invitation to flies.
One evening in early June the temperature was 95.  I sometimes went to the Pentagon
even on a day off just to survive in the cooled air.  Or else I took the opposite extreme
- sunbathing on the lawn outside our quarters.  

By June, Nase and Eitner were getting on my nerves, so I was glad for the
chance to move into a double room.  My new roommate was Beverly (Bev) Boyd, a
pleasant fellow with a wife down South, but in late July he was transferred elsewhere
in the Army.  I then moved into a single room that had become vacant.  I had rather
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enjoyed having a roommate, but a little privacy would be nice, too.  After all, it was
a perquisite of being the barracks’top-ranking man.

One weekend a few of us sought escape at Glen Echo amusement park.  We
waited an hour in line to use the dressing room and the pool was very crowded - but
the relief from the unmerciful heat was worth it.  Then the South Post swimming
pool, most of the summer under repair, finally opened.  What a God-send.  I spent an
hour or so in the pool most evenings after work, then usually took it easy in my room
or the day room rather than dress up again to go to Washington.  

Besides Fred Schrempp, I was friendly now with a few other detachment
men who lived on post, so on weekends there was no lack of companionship and
activity.  One Friday, a group of us went to D.C., had a beer at O’Donnell’s Grog
Shop, then took a cab to the 2400 Hotel for a dance given by the Friendly Club of
Washington.  On a Saturday, Tony Gaczkowski took me, Dick Eitner and Louie
Trattor (who played a pretty good accordion) to a dance given by the Polish Club of
Washington.  I learned the polka and found it great fun - except for the heat.  

The Knights of Columbus hall in D.C. became one of my favorite retreats
that season.  It offered dancing on two floors, each with a live orchestra.  I frequently
went there alone, for by now I was a really dance-crazy kid and even learned to
jitterbug Washington style.  But don’t look for me in one of those World War II news
films showing GIs and partners dancing frenziedly with fast, intricate steps, twirls
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and tricks - the boy lifts the girl and swings her body to his left and right and over his
shoulder and between his legs! Smoothjitterbugging was my style.

Dancing satisfied one side of me, but what would summer have been without
the wonderful outdoor concerts at the Water Gate on the Potomac - hard seats and
overflying airplanes notwithstanding? One Sunday night, a “squad” of us went to
hear the season opener, which featured Mendelssohn’s violin concerto.  After an
earlier rain storm, the night turned beautiful, enticing us to make the substantial trek
back to the post on foot.

xi - Pat and Me, continued

Romance flourished that spring and summer.  When I was in Cumberland for my
m o t h e r’s birthday in April, Pat and I took o u rwalk, which we had named “out Wa s h i n g t o n
- in Greene.” It was a long walk, a good way to get to know each other a little better.

Back home in July for Pat’s birthday, we talked about plans for the rest of the
s u m m e r.  Don Rolley was to be in Cumberland on furlough and I wanted to be there for at
least part of that period.  But Pat was going to New Castle, Pennsylvania, to visit her A u n t
Coletta for a couple of weeks, so it was hard to say how things would work out.  Well, the
Army settled that problem.  The change in my job that I had thought I needed was about
to take place, albeit only a temporary change.
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