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Chapter 12

IN THE ARMY, 1944

“A soldier boy without a heart
Has two strikes on him from the start.”

I Left My Heart at the Stagedoor Canteen - Irving Berlin

I - The Pentagon Windup

i - As 1944 Began

We were still at war.

Italy’s Fascist dictator, Benito Mussolini, had been overthrown and the U.S.
and allies were pushing toward Rome.  General Dwight D. Eisenhower was supreme
allied commander of the forces which, I knew from our TORCH plan and the summit
decisions, would in due time invade the European continent.  Our side was getting
back the Pacific islands lost earlier in the war to Japan. The allied forces in Southeast
Asia, headquartered in Burma, were under Britain’s Lord Louis Mountbatten and our
own General Wedemeyer was his deputy.

On the home front, most of us were getting rather used to war. The rationing
of food and other commodities for the civilian population was still on but had been
somewhat mitigated. Otherwise, there were no serious material hardships for most.
Some did suffer the disruption of job relocation. For others, separation from family
members in the armed services or defense industries was surely hard felt. On the other
hand, sadly, survivors of relatives and friends who had died from war could hardly
say they were “getting rather used to war”!



Re-reading my wartime diaries and letters, I find there is a dearth of items
on the war’s progress and its impact on nations, peoples and individuals. The reason
is easily explained: An entry pertaining to the war could be construed to be related to
secret information to which I had access in my job and therefore had no place in an
insecure personal diary.

In a way the war was proving to be a great time for me.  Had it not been for
the imminence of war in early 1941, I might not even have been called to Washington.
Or if I had been, it would probably have been for Agriculture or Treasury - not the
War Department. But now here I was, in a responsible, albeit modest, job in a highly
important Army organization, a master sergeant after only 13 months, with living
quarters close to work, etc., etc., etc. Wartime Washington afforded me delightful
entertainment: the servicemen’s clubs for dancing and feeding, cheap - often free -
concerts and stage shows, and, museums, libraries and galleries, none of which were
noticeably affected by the war.

So as 1944 began, I was for a while pretty much on top of the world. I felt a
change in myself.  I had suddenly overcome that state of lethargy that had benumbed
me since my return from Cairo.  My work had more appeal. I felt better physically,
had a better appetite, more stamina and endurance. Maybe the recent holiday season
had helped me loosen up, forget my troubles. Maybe I was just in love.  No doubt
about it, I was very much in love with my future bride and was confident that she was
in love with me. Maybe it was the season - winter always did suit me better than the
hotter months. Whatever the reason, I was elated by the renaissance.

But there were some changes coming up in 1944. There would be new
friendships, self-questioning, new resolutions, changed habits. In the second half of
the year, I would get a taste of how the other half of the Army lived.  Oh what a
traumatic awakening!

ii - January

One Sunday early in January I renewed an old acquaintance: An elementary
school friend, Herman Miltenberger, then “Frater Stanley,” a student for the
priesthood at Catholic University, asked me to come see him. We made a full day of
it. We started with Mass at the Shrine of the Immaculate Conception, near the
university (at that time only the basement, called “The Crypt,” had been built and had
been used as a church for a number of years).  Stanley took me for a tour of the
Capuchin College, where he was living.  After a visit to the Franciscan Monastery,
not far away, we trolleyed downtown for a movie.  We caught a bus to Virginia, where
I introduced Stanley to the Pentagon concourse (which was as far as I could take
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they would show up at the Stage Door Canteen as well.  Sure enough, among those
who appeared were First Lady, Eleanor Roosevelt; movie stars, Lucille Ball, Walter
Pidgeon, Joan Fontaine, Red Skelton; concert pianist José Iturbi; and preeminent
cover girl of the period, gorgeous Jinx Falkenburg.  While not an adulator of
celebrities, I found it fun to see them, to brag about to the boys.

iii - February

Mother spent her one-week vacation in Washington. Although I was on
duty most days, I joined her every evening and days-off and tried to show her a
good time. We saw Icecapades and “The Student Prince,”  bowled with my Friday-
night group, ate frogs’ legs at O’Donnell’s, heard violinist Albert Spalding at
Constitution Hall and visited the Clarks.  It kept me on the go every evening until
late, but I enjoyed it. Mother as usual was enthusiastic, appreciative and therefore
a pleasure to be with. From my diary:

Feb 8- Reliable source has it that all men under 38 and physically fit will be
shipped. Nuff said.  

Feb 11 - Each of the men in Policy Section received a personal memo signed by
Col. Woolnough today in which he announced the decision of the Deputy Chief of
Staff [Gen. McNarney] to assign to overseas duty all men physically fit. He
expressed his satisfaction toward our faithful services and his reluctance to release
us. My departure date is set for 1 July.

On Feb 20, my erstwhile best Army buddy, Freddy Schrempp, married cute,
petite Eloise Floyd. I was honored to be his best man. The wedding took place at the
chapel of the Army Medical Center (Walter Reed).

Feb 27 - [ A typical work-Sunday] T h ree years ago, to work on Sunday was a
thing unthought of. I probably would have considered it a punishment. Now,
h o w e v e r, it means little... I still  prefer to have Sunday off, although being free on
a weekday has a lot of advantages - shopping being one...Usually I’m able to
attend the 8:00 Mass at the post chapel, have a light breakfast at the beverage
bar [at the Pentagon] , then re p o rt at the office at a little after 9:00.  Sometimes I
take advantage of the religious services - Mass that is - at the Pentagon
auditorium at 12:45. ...Sunday is a light day for us at the office... Took all my
meals at the Pentagon. Left the office around 7:00 and after dinner came to the
b a rracks and did a few odd things until bedtime.

182



iv - March

Then occurred this unforgettable physically and mentally exhausting event.
It was the wedding of my Aunt Regina Wallace, Lieutenant, U.S. Army Nurse Corps,
to Major Emory Cofield, whom she had met when stationed in Panama.  The day
before the wedding, I met Regina and Emory at the home of their friends, the

Huddlestons, at Fort Myer, North Post. I was
impressed by my uncle-to-be: good looking,
intelligent, good sense of humor.

A fair-sized representation from Cumberland
would be coming for the wedding and I hurried to
Union Station to meet the first contingent, which
turned out to be my mother, Aunt Margaret, Aunt
Dorothy and LaVerna, my Uncle Bud’s wife. I felt
right back home at 529 Fayette Street, where women
predominated. Mainly for Mother’s sake, I found it my
duty to be with them that afternoon and evening, but it
was good to get back to the post.

Next day, March 4, was the big day. My grand-
parents - Grandma and Pop Wallace - arrived at
Union Station.  I was happy to see my grandfather in
a good mood.  For lunch, some of the family
gathered in one of the rooms at the hotel and feasted

on fried chicken, etc., that Grandma had prepared - a welcome treat.  At dinner at
the Merry Land Club, I detected a building of tension but couldn’ t quite f igure
what was causing it, unless it was the miserable cold, rainy weather that was
enough to depress anyone on a day one expected to be beautiful.

We all then proceeded to the Fort Myer chapel, where the wedding was to
take place at 8:00 P.M.  I soon fell into my duties as sole usher.  I later wrote: 

The wedding march began and Regina and Pop, preceded by Madelyn,
walked up the aisle as Emory and Major Huddleston marched from the sacristy to
the altar. There the military formalities of the wedding were executed - very stiff
indeed, but different at least.  It was only shortly after that that Lt. Wallace became
Mrs. Emory Cofield.  It was really a lovely wedding.  Then the kissing and
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4, 1944. Master Sergeant Rohrer
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congratulating, etc., and a short and informal reception in the basement of the
chapel.  Many of Regina’s nurse friends were there, some Fort Myer Army wives,
and of course the Wallace family.

Some of the folks got a ride to the hotel.  Mother, Dorothy, LaVerna and I
took a bus after a bitterly cold wait.  I took Pop to the station and put him on the 11:45
P.M. train.  I figured he couldn’t stand all those women any longer! 

The next day after dinner Mother, Dorothy and LaVerna and I headed for
Union Station.  We were to meet Margaret and Grandma, who had dinner elsewhere
with friends, at “the Western Union counter” - of which there are threein that station.
When they didn’t show up, we went to gate 6 - and there they were. 

What a relief next evening to be free to relax in the privacy of my little cubicle
in the barracks and hear the voices of j u s tm e nand to be concerned with nothing more
than the news that I had scored 100% on the test for automotive lesson No. 1! 

And without interruption, I hoped, I could dig into my new book, “How To
Read a Book” by Mortimer J. Adler, a best seller then. I felt I was deficient in reading
comprehension and resolved to get through it.  But it was not easy going! Much more
fun was Robert Nutt’s “How To Remember Names and Faces,” a system of
mnemonic and associative tricks, which I discovered really worked. (For example,
you remember Mr. Hixon’s name by dressing him mentally as a young hayseed - a
“hick’s son.” When you next see him, that image kicks in and you know his name.
But one can imagine some embarrassing situations using a system like that!)

The self-improvement kick was not very far along before I wrote, “ I have
a feeling that I ’ ve gotten into a ru t .”  Even Gerry Domino, the boss’s secretary,
thought I stayed in too often, read and studied too much.  The next day,
providentially (?) Larry Burr, my next door neighbor in the barracks, introduced
me to Jimmie’s Restaurant in Washington, a good place, he said, for inexpensive
steaks and drinks. He wanted to fatten me up, getting tired of my complaints that
I couldn’ t gain weight because of the mess hall food. Larry himself liked to eat,
bragged that he was a good cook.  Over the next four or five months, I would savor
many a great meal at Jimmie’s, alone and with Army friends, often Larry.  I don’ t
know if I gained much weight or not.

Weekly cleaning of my room was still a prominent part of my life.
Notwithstanding my rank as well as floor leader, I took my turn policing the latrine,
washing windows and polishing the fire extinguisher.

The mundane behind me, I took off for Cumberland around mid-month, my
first visit home in 1944.  It was not a good weekend. The cold and rain kept Pat and
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me from taking our accustomed long walk and long talk that seemed to advance our
relationship a little more each time.  For the first time in quite a while, I was filled
with uncertainty. There was no seat available on the train going back; it was still
raining when I arrived. 

The next weekend I went to Cumberland again.  Again it rained, but Pat had
other things to do, so we just made the most of our time together. As I did often, I
stayed over until Monday morning, taking the 6:00 A.M. train.  I usually sat in the
club car and caught up on lost sleep, then had breakfast in the dining car. The train
arrived around 9:30, when I took a bus to the Pentagon in time to start late-shift duty.

Homeward bound again the following Friday, leaving as usual after work at
5:40 on the Baltimore & Ohio’s “Ambassador.” It was a lovely visit.  Banished were
my recent uncertainties. Sunday with Pat was beautiful. We took a long walk, had
dinner at her house, then everyone sang to Pat’s playing. Discreetly, the others left Pat
and me alone, so we danced as we often did. It was like a dream. At the end of each
dance I didn’t want to let her go. I knew Pat was everything I could want in a girl,
that I wanted one day to marry her.

v - April

April 1.  It was the second anniversary of my enlistment in the Army and I
celebrated by going to evening Mass in the chapel as I had been doing most evenings
since mid-Lent.  Then to D.C. and Confession at St. Patrick’s, the old (since 1793)
church at 10th and G in Washington, where I often attended Sunday Mass.

A week later it was Good Friday.  My observance of the day so impressed
me that I wrote my mother about it in some detail:

“...the [Franciscan] Monastery has several altars, one of which is called
the Altar of Calvary.  From there the cross, the crown of thorns, and all the articles
usually connected with the crucifixion are carried in procession, followed at the end
by four men who carry the image of Christ’s dead body.  The procession ends in
front of the sepulcher and the image is laid down and the sermon delivered.  Then
they carry the image into the sepulcher, where it remains until Sunday
morning....The singing, similar to that at tenebrae, was beautiful...I had never
witnessed anything quite like it.”

April 9, more talk from the soul to my mother:

“ My Easter was quite pleasant, in spite of having to work.  The day was
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beautiful for one thing and I started it in a more beautiful way - the traditional
attendance at Mass and Holy Communion. No new outfit this year, but wearing my
t w o - y e a r-old O.D.’s didn’t detract from the true thrill of celebrating the re a l
significance of Easter with my fellow servicemen and women. I guess you’re thinking
your son is getting sentimental now that he’s about to begin his twenty-third year.
Well, frankly, I’ve been that way for some time, but only recently have I considered it
i m p o rtant enough to talk about - much less take time to express it in writing.”

It was April 19, a Wednesday, a most untypical day for me to go to
Cumberland.  It was Pat’s junior-senior prom night and she had so much looked
forward to it. The music was bad, the ambiance drab. My sole enjoyment was being
with Pat. She looked adorable in her pink evening gown and corsage of three
gardenias.  She danced beautifully - responded to my every slight turn as though she
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were part of me. I got to bed at 3:00 AM and got up at 4:30 AM to catch the early
morning train.  Fortunately, I had late shift so was able to sleep a few hours before
reporting for duty. Ah, what I did for love!

April closed out on such a very nice day that I decided to take full advantage
of it.  After Sunday Mass, I walked the considerable distance from South Post via
Memorial Bridge to Constitution Hall on 17th Street, Northwest, and heard a concert
by the unique Trapp Family Singers. After dinner at my Balkan Room, I saw “No
Time for Love,” starring Fred MacMurray and Claudette Colbert and laughed more
at one sitting than I had for weeks. 

vi - May

May 1 - I jumped the gun and left for Cumberland after work, although my
8-day furlough did not officially begin until the next day.  On my first date with Pat
we worshipped together at Forty Hours Devotion at Saints Peter and Paul’s.
Afterwards we saw a beautiful movie, “Cover Girl,” with Gene Kelley and Rita
Hayworth. Jerome Kern’s “Long Ago and Far
Away” that night became our song.The whole
thing gave us both such a high that we couldn’t
help dancing on the sidewalk - well, they did it
in the movie - as we headed home. We danced
more at home. (No wonder our first original
song together was “We’re Always Dancing.”) 

When I was home on furlough, I
naturally saw a great deal of Pat’s family, the
Doerners. Mr. and Mrs. D - Wyand and
Nancy - were appealing people.  Wyand was
warm, dry-witted, laconic. Nancy was
cheerful, energetic, erudite and loquacious. It
was good to feel so accepted by them. W h e n
I returned from Cairo, Nancy wrote me to say
how proud all my friends were that despite
travel ing to strange, far away places I
remained “ a good Cathol ic gentleman.”
Some tribute to l ive up to!

High in my regard also was Pat’s
sister Kathryn. Since she and John Kreidler
married in 1942, Pat and I, when I was home,
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would always spend time with them at their apartment or they would be at the
Doerner house when I was invited for dinner. Now, in May, their 9-month-old Margie
was the charming center of attraction.

Wyand Doerner, Jr., Pat’s older brother, was a good friend of mine.  At this
time he was away in the Army Air Corps.  Another older brother, John, having
recently gone into the Army, was home from the induction center at Fort Meade,
Maryland, for two days. He said he wanted to show off his GI haircut and (still the
fastidious dresser) have his mother
alter his trousers!

By happy chance, also in
Cumberland were my good friend,
Don Rolley and his bride since April
8, June Bunkley. It was like old
times gathering with them around
D o e r n e r s ’piano, bowling at the
church lanes, dancing and gabbing at
Circle Inn.  June was lovely.

The crowning event of the
school year at Ursuline A c a d e m y
was the annual May Procession. It
was no coincidence that my
furlough included the date of the
1944 observance. The Senior girl
with the highest scholastic rank
was always the May Queen, she
who placed a wreath on the head of
the Virgin Mary’s statue. We c ro w n
thee, O Mary, with blossoms today, Queen of the angels, Queen of the May. T h e
girl who received the honor won by three one-hundredths of a point (!) over the
r u n n e r-up, Pat Doerner, who got to be First Attendant. I think my description of
the event is worth repeating:

“Watching the procession as it made its way toward the church down
Fayette Street, my eyes were naturally peeled for a glimpse of my darling Patricia.
She was not there! My heart sank! I spied Don and June standing closer to the
church, so I rushed up to them that they might share my disappointment and
perplexity. A moment later, Pat, in her breathtaking gown of pink satin, appeared at
the head of the “Monastery Steps” and fell into position in front of the May Queen
(Marjorie Reinhard).  A sigh of relief.
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“After the procession I met Pat, took her home, learned the story behind
her tardiness.  It seems that the material for her dress was not received until
Thursday. The excitement of John’s homecoming and other factors slightly retarded
Mrs. Doerner’s progress toward completing the gown. The coup de grâce was felt
only when Pat had put on the gown and began to button it in back - the buttons
were too big for the loops! Solution: She was literally sewed into the dress!

“But she was lovely anyway.  We all agreed that without the excitement,
the occasion would have been far less memorable.

“ After all that, Pat decided that she should stay ‘dressed up’ for the
rest of the evening.”

The next afternoon we kissed goodbye and soon I was on board the B&O
train, Washington bound.  Two weeks later I rushed back after work to take Pat to her
senior prom. It was at the Knights of Columbus hall and again the orchestra was quite
inferior. But I didn’t mind as long as I was with “the sweetest of all the Seniors.” At
least afterwards, at Circle Inn, the jukebox music was good. Back home, we talked,
danced some more and, reluctantly, broke away at 3:30.

Month-end Musings

May 18 - Have been pretty good about keeping up with the Clarks, thanks to
Mrs. Clark’s keeping up with me by inviting me to her house every once in a
while. Was there tonight for a visit; former fellow boarders Mary and Nelly
w e re there. Dear folks.

May 21- Buddy Fred Schrempp left for his new assignment. 

May 27- I’m going out more these days, often alone. After Mass this evening, to
Washington and Balkan Room where I shared a table with two GIs from Meade on
pass in Wash. for the first time. Took them to KofC. At ll:00 PM, one of them met a
little blonde who invited us to her house on Alton Place in Chevy Chase to help her
blow out her birthday candles and have some cake. Emily Wisch and her sister
Priscilla. The former played a Valse Brillante for us - really good. I talked about
Pat.  Got back to the post at 2:00 AM.

May 29- I’m not always the model soldier, in spite of my exalted rank. Got hell
from Colonel Woolnough when I walked in the office at 9:00 instead of 7:30. I had
mistakenly looked at last week’s duty roster.
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May 29 - Letter to Pat: “ I have to keep whistling or humming the melody [of “ We ’ re
Always Dancing” ]  over and over for fear I’ ll forget it.  The verse - words and music
- is finished, all except getting it down on paper. I can’t seem to get very far with the
c h o rus, which makes me pretty impatient sometimes, because I’d love to hear what
i t ’s like.  Guess I’ ll have to be patient, because after all the chorus must be the
p rettiest part, so I mustn’t rush thru it just for the sake of getting it over with.”

May 31- Saw Catholic University’s annual musical, “Sing Out, Sweet Land.”
Depicted numerous stages in America’s development. Extraordinary in concept (in
my experience anyway), in spite of limited voices and stage facilities.

vii - June

June 1-2 - Home for Pat’s high school graduation. The commencement exerc i s e s
took place in church. With “ old grad”  superiority and romantic sentimentality, I
w rote: It’s a big day in any kid’s l ife, Commencement Day. I’m glad I could share
this big day with a girl who becomes more dear to me every day, every minute!
My only hope is that some day she will again be taking part in a big occasion,
again walking down the aisle of the church, again in white. This time, though, I
too want to part i c i p a t e !

June 3- Rode back to Washington with Johnny McLean, U.S. Navy. He’s heading
for sea duty. Weezie (my cousin, Marie Louise Beaulieu, Johnny’s wife) will miss
him but was lucky they could be together for so long after he entered the service. 

In the evening, Sergeant Tom Gresham and I went to Washington for
dinner then to the KofC. We joined a group of KofC members and their wives who
were having a beer party. One gentleman was going to town on the piano and - it
was irresistible - I sang along for the next hour and a half. [Tom was an easy-
going, compatible fellow. After the war we worked together at the Army delegation
to the United Nations in New York. We got married on the same day and the two
couples became the best of friends.  Fifty years later we still correspond.]

June 6- This is a day to remember.  This is D-Day! At last the Allies have invaded
the west coast of Europe, first step on the road to Berlin. Gen. Eisenhower’s choice
for a landing was the Cotentin Peninsula - Normandy. The great day has come and
all America is excited! Every radio program is dedicated to the day’s events.
They’ve been prepared - it has been expected for days and weeks. Every tongue
spoke of D-Day; every newspaper was unrestrained in its invasion articles. Little in
detail is yet known, however. We do know that one of - if not the - most powerful
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attack in history was driven by the Allied forces at that fateful hour. Tonight I was
one of many who attended religious services to pray for our forces’continued
success. Mass and Benediction were held in the chapel by Father (Col) Selwinski. I
served. I again heard the President [Roosevelt] speak, but tonight’s words were not
a speech, but a prayer. Our Commander-in-Chief tonight became our Spiritual
Leader, as he begged God to protect them, to protect us, to grant us victory. But,
like a true spiritual leader, he concluded: ‘Thy will be done.’

June 11 - After so many weekends home, it was unusual to spend my Sunday
off in Washington, mainly dancing at the KofC. I finally caught on to
Washington-style j itterbugging.

June 12- It was 93˚ F. today.  Took a short, refreshing dip in the post pool, just
opened for the summer.

June 13- To the Stage Door for the first time in months.

June 15-16- Home again. Pat and I in serene togetherness, taking care of Margie,
working on our song, “We’re Always Dancing,” talking late into the night. On
Friday, Mass with Mother at 7:20 A.M. She walks from home to work downtown,
usually early enough to stop by church for Mass. Such devotion.

June 18- Sergeant Les Tacy and Modell James were married at North Post Fort
Myer chapel.  It was the most elaborate wedding I had ever seen.  Back to the
office, then dinner with Tom Gresham.

June 20 - Policy Section’s rooms were re a rranged today in order to consolidate
re c o rds for improved efficiency. Miss Miller moved down from an upstairs office
to the elite E-ring [ the Pentagon is arranged in five concentric r ings]  where I
worked, and I moved up to her former office. (From this point on, my work in
the consolidation effort would be arduous and with frequent late hours. Some
people thought I was foolish to “ work my head off”  when I’ l l  soon be leaving,
but by nature I’m impelled to always finish a job to the best of my ability.) I
was told today my depart u re date is July 1. I sti ll  have no idea what my new
assignment will be. Miss Miller suggested we have dinner together as a sort of
final fl ing, so we had steaks at Jimmie’s .

June 21- This evening, Pat and Mrs. Doerner stopped over in Washington on their
way home from Emmitsburg, Maryland, where they had spent the day looking over
St. Joseph’s College with a view to Pat’s starting there in the fall. We had dinner at
Union Station, then taxied to the Monument grounds to see an Air Force show
featuring enemy aircraft shot down by the Allies.
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viii - July

I’m still here, and without a hint as to my future. Day by day, life goes on:

July 1 - A mess hall in the Pentagon for the noon meal of the GIs working here
was opened today. There was too much time wasted by our walking back to
South Post each day. The food was good, but I’ ll  miss getting my letters fro m
home on my lunch hour each day.

July 2 - Went to the Watergate for the first time this season. The National Symphony
Orchestra as usual, tonight with the Don Cossack Choir.

July 3 - Father Dade drove McCormick and me to his Knights of Columbus club
after evening Mass for a banquet he was giving for one of the Navy bands that
plays for the servicemen’s center there. Later I danced while Mac looked on. I
sometimes wonder what my friends think about my dancing mania. 

July 8 - KofC with Dick Boyce and Bob Kahn to help celebrate the third
anniversary of the servicemen’s center.

July 10 - Mrs. Clark called to tell me that my former roommate, John O’Hara, had
received a commission in the Navy.

July 12 - Games soldiers play: Now we are doing “cadence drills.” We have
memorized three routines, consisting of the various close-order drill movements,
which we execute at our own silent commands. It reminded me of chorus girls
doing a dance routine. As a dance “nut” I should have liked it - but I didn’t.

Pat is working on the piano arrangement for “Dancing.”

July 14 - Went with some girls from the office to see Zasu Pitts in “Ramshackle
Inn” at the National Theatre.

July 16 - Red Letter Day! Pat came to Washington for the day, something I had
wanted to happen since we began going together. I took her to the KofC, where
Father Dade had invited us for dinner. He made me feel important as he escorted
us to the dining room, saw that we were served, put us at our ease. Pat and I
danced - another special privilege, since normally the girls must be registered
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hostesses. On then to the Watergate for an all-Gershwin program directed by
Alexander Smallens and with Jesús Maria Sanroma on the piano. Taxi to Union
Station where Pat boarded the train for home

July 18 - More than half the month gone and still no transfer orders. I couldn’t help
suspecting that something more than Army red tape was at fault. There was a rumor
that I was going to be given a warrant officer appointment. First Sergeant Hanners
casually said something to me about a stopper on my orders - and grinned.  I
couldn’t tell if he was joking or not. 

[Much later I had reason to believe that I really had been considered for
warrant off i c e r. My guess is that it was between me and Dick Hickey and Hickey
won out. Perhaps it’s just as well: I would have stagnated for the rest of the war
in the War Department and missed out on the challenging experience of Fort
Belvoir (see section II, The Belvoir Muddle, following) and the broadening
experience of a year in Europe (see Chapter 13).]

July 20 - Another opinion about the delay: There may be trouble finding an
opening for a master sergeant with my qualifications. 

July 27 - Tried to escape the heat by going to town with Ken Sexton for a beer and
a movie in air-conditioned comfort.

July 29 - Finally it’s come! just a l ittle over an hour ago, Maj. Kidwell called me
at the office, said, ‘You leave here Tu e s . ’S h o rtly later I managed to gather some
details: First I’ l l go to Ft. Belvoir for training, then to Camp Reynolds, Pa., for
overseas assignment.  The major admitted that this was all his “ fault.”  He meant
by that, I assume, that a direct overseas assignment could have been arr a n g e d
but he felt the training would be of definite advantage. Perhaps it will be - if I
can take the training.

July 29, 30 - Spent a pleasant Saturday evening and Sunday with Pat, the
Doerners, the Prices and Mother. Pat, Mother and I saw “Going My Way” with
Bing Crosby and Barry Fitzgerald. We did not dwell on the possibility that my new
assignment could mean fewer, if any, weekends home. 

July 31 - At the office I spent several hours saying goodbye; even gruff executive
officer, Col. Gailey, gave me an encouraging send-off. Larry Burr, Bob Kahn, Dick
Boyce and I went to D.C. for a last stag fling: O’Donnell’s men’s bar, Jimmie’s for
steaks. Called it a night at ll:30 - my beers were getting to me. Then to bed for the
last time in this soldier’s dream set-up.
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II - The Belvoir Muddle

i - Fort Belvoir: It’s Different, All Right!

August 1, 1944. It was the first time I had ever been to Fort Belvoir, close as
it was to Washington, the Pentagon and Fort Myer, a 30/40-minute drive south on
U.S. 1. I found it BIG, sprawling, a lot of barracks, not much greenery, otherwise not
much different in appearance from South Post Fort Myer. That was the Army Service
Forces Training Center, a new area of Belvoir. Later I was to discover the old post,
the area that looked onto the Potomac River, and find that its tree-lined streets and the
large, solid brick officers’quarters, the chapel, the hospital and the club made it a very
impressive old military installation, somewhat like North Post Fort Myer.

Without much delay (for the first and only time during my stay) I was
processed in. This consisted of receiving my assignment to the 2nd Platoon of C
Company of the 9th Battalion of the AFSTC and being interviewed by a private who,
intending encouragement, said ingenuously, “ S e rgeant, your temporary overseas duty
and your rank may make things easier for you.” Easier than what? God! Was it really
going to be all that bad? 

The next day started as bad as I hoped it would ever get. Reveille
formation was at 5:30 in pouring rain.  Then the hassle of getting into a field
s o l d i e r’s outfit for the first time. The so-called D-1 uniform consisted of fatigues
(rather shapeless, green denim pants and shirt), helmet liner and leggings. T h e
leggings were stiff, never having been worn since they were issued to me more than
two years before; my bumbling efforts to install them on my legs was embarrassing. 

I thought I looked silly in a helmet liner - the removable insides of a steel
helmet that held the bands and straps necessary for adjusting the helmet to the head.
Swallow your vanity, Rohrer - that liner w i l l be worn outside from reveille to re t re a t !
Eventually we temporarily forsook our liners so they could be painted with our last name
and a miniature facsimile of the chevrons designating our rank. They did look good,
fulfilling what I guessed was the plan to enhance the Center’s military atmosphere. 

We then did a double-time march to the mess hall for an indigestible
breakfast. Back in the barracks we “made” our bunks, meaning: mattress folded over,
sheets and pillow placed inside the fold, footlocker put on the bunk at the foot. I don’t
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know if this was standard Army practice or not, but somewhere, sometime, some
distrusting martinet invented this means of preventing trainees from sneaking a nap
or a rest on the bunk during the day - if they ever got back to it during the day.

My platoon was a temporary holding unit until each man’s specific training
needs could be determined. For a short while we were free to do anything we wanted
on postand away from the barracks. The spacious service club, with snack facilities,
shuffleboard and letter-writing facilities, was a godsend and the PX was always there
for an occasional beer.

A program of activities was initiated to keep us in shape and occupied.
Bright and early, we had to perform calisthenics so rugged that they must have been
devised for acrobats and contortionists. Mercifully, the next session was practicing
knots and lashings - fundamental for Corps of Engineers troops, the Army’s builders.
Close order drill and manual of arms came next. Occasionally there was a lecture. To
round out the day we had organized games - softball, football, races, or volley ball,
which I usually opted for.  My muscles soon let me know they’d been put upon!

Week two began at 4:15 AM, when we were routed out of bed for chow,
ordered into D-2 uniforms - D-1 plus rifles, cartridge belts and combat packs - and
marched at a steady clip the long way to the rifle range. I fired a gun for the first time
in my life and, miraculously I thought, scored 151 points, nine more than needed to
qualify for “Marksman.” However, we were not shooting for record. It was most
gratifying, even though it meant tedious rifle cleaning afterwards.

After two weeks, there was discontent all around me - “it’ s a soldier’s right
to gripe.” But I had no serious complaints. Probably the worst part of my new life
was being bossed around by young louiesand some rather rough, foul-mouthed non-
coms. Before, my bosses were colonels and generals. At South Post, even First
Sergeant Hanners, crusty and unpolished, didn’t rub the wrong way as did the cadre
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non-coms (training instructors) at Belvoir.  But I had early concluded that it would be
wise not to attempt to pull rank and just let my six stripes help me earn whatever
advantages they may.

One early payoff: On my first weekend pass in Washington, my stripes, as
usual, didn’t mean a thing when on a busy downtown street an MP(military
policeman) gave me a ticket for failing to salute an officer. But back at the post when
the report filtered down to my company commander, he accepted this master
sergeant’s word that he had not seen the alleged snubbed officer; however, the CO
had to take disciplinary action of some sort, so he gave me a three-day restriction to
the post during a week when passes were suspended anyway.

August, with its heat, humidity and ragweed, was not a propitious month for
a hayfever victim like me to be in the rural open air. Inevitably I had an asthma attack
and would have gone to the dispensary except I remembered the regulation that
“when a man goes on sick call he will first pack his barracks bags and turn them in
to the supply room.” I couldn’t believe that!

One anticipated disadvantage of my new way of life had to do with getting
back to Cumberland to home and girlfriend with my accustomed frequency and
convenience. Actually, it wasn’t too bad for the first two and a half months, after
which my formal basic training schedule interfered. One problem, however, was the
distance and the uncertainty of public transportation between Belvoir and Union
Station in Washington, making it difficult to make the more desirable train departure
times. Also, when returning to Washington late at night, buses to Belvoir were hours
apart, so I was sometimes forced to take a taxi at a considerable expense.

My first visit home was on August 12. The CO did me the favor of setting
the beginning time of my pass at noon rather than the customary 6:00 PM, permitting
me to catch an earlier train. That bit of good fortune led to a ludicrous incident that
took some time to live down: Foolishly I sat by an open window, unaware that cinders
from the engine’s smoke were little by little collecting on me. When I arrived in
Cumberland, my face looked like a miner’s, my hair was stiff and two shades darker.
At home we had a good laugh at my expense - but I waited until the next day to see
Pat. My brief stay was a nice conclusion to what I considered my breaking-in period.  

Life at Belvoir was different, all right, but I had survived without damage. If
anything, the respite from Pentagon stress probably did me more good than I realized.
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ii - Assignment Snafu

For the next two months, I did not know this week what I would be doing or
where I would be billeted the next week. Nor did anyone else seem to know. What
confused the officials was the fact that I had had overseas service - those few weeks
in Egypt for the summit conference. They did not seem to appreciate the significance
of the fact that the War Department itself had disregarded that short tour when
releasing me for overseas duty.

So now all men in my platoon had been transferred to another company
except “overseas returnees” - including me. There must have been other units with
soldiers in our category, because quite a large number came to the amphitheater for a
lecture from Lieutenant Colonel Jusczyk of the administrative staff. Apparently the
rumblings of the men over the uncertainties of their future had reached the top. The
colonel, embellishing his words with choice Army profanity, tore us apart for griping
so much, for being absent without leave, and generally setting a bad example for men
who had not yet been overseas. I did not consider myself a full-fledged overseas
returnee and felt rather out of place and could only wonder - what next!

“What next”  was the disintegration of Company C, 9th Battalion. Wi t h
the other “ former overseas”  men, I was transferred to the 1st Platoon of Company
C, 10th Battalion. The plan was to give us four weeks of technical engineering
training so that we could replace men here at Fort Belvoir in l ine, specialist or
administrative positions. Lieutenant Colonel Jusczyk again appeared (now on
better behavior, having been reprimanded, it was rumored, for his recent
foulmouthed amphitheater performance) and fielded our questions. Would we be
sent back overseas? Could we apply for discharge? Could we be stationed nearer
home? Etc. The answers were mostly evasive. 

Hoping this was an opportunity to extract an authoritative answer to my
personal problem, I somehow overcame my timidity and poured out my tale of woe.
For one thing, I said I was not in the same category as these other overseas men - a
statement which the colonel chose to interpret as snobbery. “You’ve been overseas,”
he said. “That’s all that matters - whether for 30 days or 30 months. You’re lucky -
you probably will remain on this side for the duration.”I mentioned that I had been
sent here for training - from scratch. Aha! That would be easy to solve. Then
vindictively: “We’ll just give you 17 weeks of basic. See the lieutenant about it.”Ow!
We were dismissed but in a short while called back. Colonel Jusczyk, on returning to
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his office, learned that a recent War Department order stated specifically that
physically fit men could and wouldbe sent back overseas. Was it any wonder the
feeling prevailed that no one in this outfit knew for sure what was going on?

I repeated my story to my new company commander, Lieutenant Tollett,
who said he would “investigate the problem this afternoon.” My story, of course,
revealed my office experience and before I knew it I was working in the company
office on personnel matters.

Indeed, Company C, 10th Battalion, needed help. It had been designated to
take in hand the tremendously mixed up overseas-returnee situation.  All returnees sent
to Belvoir - most of them of the Corps of Engineers - were assigned to the company
while measures were taken to determine their future. A small number could be
expected to be discharged; some would be trained as replacements for physically fit
cadre and specialists at Belvoir or elsewhere. The company commander’s target of 100
per cent replacement was October 31, only about two months hence. Returnees had to
be interviewed in an effort to determine their qualifications for new jobs. The record
work involved was daunting - the lack of adequate office equipment and supplies
frustrated efforts to set up an efficient system.  My paper work was often backlogged
when men came to unload their unhappiness and distress on m e, who could not solve
their problems but perhaps relieve their anxiety a little by letting them talk.

Lieutenant Tollett did indeed look into my situation and was trying to pull
strings to have the length of my training reduced by letting me take only absolutely
essential elements.  We would see what would develop.

In the meantime, I continued working in the office, although the workload
was dwindling and I was bored and (I wrote Pat) homesick. I hoped training would
start soon. But I changed my tune when a couple days later, on a Friday before a
much-wanted three-day pass, orders appeared directing my transfer that dayto 4th
Battalion “for further training.” To the lieutenant, this sounded like I was in for the
17-week course that he thought should be reduced in my case, and he thought fast:
“You’re on pass beginning right now.  If your name is on orders when you’re on pass,
it’s automatically deleted from the orders.  Get moving!”I did, although I felt that he
was stretching the regulation. 

I returned to find that I was still in the same unit and there were no new
orders regarding my training. So I continued working in the company office. No
doubt my help was appreciated; every once in awhile I wondered if there was a
conspiracy to keep me from starting training for as long as possible. One evening
working in the office after chow, one of the lieutenants dropped by with beers and
later invited me and Sergeant Fogle to the officers’ quarters for more beer. Major
Morris, the battalion commander, and Lieutenant Tollett were there shooting craps.
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Socializing - fraternizing - among officers and enlisted persons was not permitted, but
these officers didn’t seem to take the prohibition seriously.

Still without orders, the days dragged on towards the end of September,
when our off ice work picked up. Mass interviews of overseas returnees of the
10th and 8th battalions were conducted by two majors from Fort Monmouth to
determine the returnees’ acceptabil ity for placement at Fort Monmouth. The men
came to me and Fogle first with such questions and problems that we might be
able to answer as well as to allay the anxieties that some had. Eighty-seven were
accepted, so Fogle and I considered that our work in setting up and participating
in the interview machinery was rewarded. Fogle, himself a returnee, was doubly
rewarded: He was accepted for reassignment to Fort Monmouth, his part of the
country and - lucky fellow - nearer to his wife.

October 1. Finally, my transfer orders were issued - but they contained a
major error and so were revoked. Stymied again. I didn’ t know whether to be glad
or sad. Whenever I thought about the rugged training program I faced, I entertained
butterfl ies. But I also realized that it was inevitable and the sooner started the
sooner finished. Then came word that in exactly one week I would definitely be
moving, so I rushed back from Cumberland to do so - but it was another false alarm.
A couple days later, an officer in Personnel made a startl ing revelation: When I
arrived at Belvoir, a report had been made to the effect that I was to receive training
and be out of here by October 28. Apparently the report fell through the cracks,
turning up much later when someone was checking to see that everything was
running on schedule. At that point, it came to Personnel’s attention that my MOS
(military occupational specialty) had nothing to do with the Corps of Engineers,
thereby exempting me from the second phase - the technical e n g i n e e rtraining - of
the 17-week course. Rather, I would get six weeks of plain basic (the stuff every
Army rookie got - whether destined for Signal Corps, Infantry, or whatever) plus
two weeks of field training at A. P. Hill Military Reservation, further south in
Vi rginia. “ Your eight weeks, Sergeant Rohre r, start tomorro w. ”

That evening the company held a beer party in the mess hall - but it was not
a farewell gesture for me on this, my last day. Nevertheless, I was feeling sorry for
myself and was tempted to drown my afflictions. As much as I dreaded facing basic
training, at last the assignment snafu had been resolved - I hoped. 

(Incidentally, for those readers who may not know, snafu simply means
“situation normal - all fouled up.”)
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iii - “At Ease”

In spite of initial apprehensions that Belvoir would mean little or no home
leave and fewer stops at my well loved restaurants, servicemen’s clubs and theaters 
of Washington, my off-duty times during those five months (except for the basic
training weeks) were pleasant and relatively frequent. This was fortunate, for life at
Belvoir, by and large, was a big pain!

On my first weekend (the one when I got the ticket from the MP), I went for
supper and dancing at the KofC. It was like old times, but when I returned to Fort
Belvoir, so green was I that I wandered around the post for at least a half hour before
finding my barracks! Two weeks later, I went on pass again, this time to good old
South Post where I chatted with Boyce, Burr and Dolan, then to the KofC.

Just two weeks after the infamous cinders trip to Cumberland, there I was
again. It was Margie Kreidler’s first birthday - and she walked! That doll had
captivated everyone.

One balmy Saturday evening in early September, I was introduced to
Alexandria, and therein lies a sort of (for me) daring tale. At the Belvoir bus terminal
I met another lone GI - Dick somebody - who suggested going to Alexandria (I had
been headed for D.C.) to dance at the U.S.O. My first impression: a pretty dull old
town. We searched in vain for a glass of beer, finally resorted to a dive which served
only wine. Next stop was a donut shop, where Dick spied two girls who he thought
might like to go with us to the U.S.O. Not accustomed to the pickup game, I was
surprised when they accepted! Billie turned out to be quite a good dancer. The other
girl, only 18 but looking even younger, told me that she was married to a sailor, now
at sea. Huh oh, I thought, we could get in trouble! That didn’t bother Dick and he
accepted readily when the girls asked us home. The mother of the married one was
waiting and seemed not too happy about the situation but Dick smoothed it over and
she retreated. OK to dance to the phonograph? Yes, but very, very softly. At midnight,
Mama signaled it was time to leave. After a coke at the donut shop, Dick headed
toward the apartment of a girl he met there. I headed toward the bus stop.  Alexandria:
Not really all that dull - if you’re not shy - I mused.

The following weekend in Cumberland, I refrained from tell ing Pat about
the Alexandria escapade. She might get the wrong impression. Besides, it might
distract her from the very important business at hand: her piano recital. It was a
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nice aff a i r, held at the home of Pat’s teacher, Mrs. Lua Syckes. Pat did very well
with a demanding program, despite the cold house - bad for a pianist’s hands. For
the record, here is the program, which included performances by Mrs. Syckes and
her son Wilton “Bil ly”  Syckes, violinist:

Pat and I walked home. We listened to the radio and danced. I was so proud
of my lovely, sweet, talented girl. 

The same weekend, Mother garnered the courage to ask for my blessing on
the idea of her marrying George Habig. I assured her that her happiness was my
happiness. George wanted to get married right away but Mother considered it best to
wait until after the first of the following year. She hoped I could attend. I didn’t know,
but then “after all, I wasn’t at your first wedding,”I joked. We laughed tearfully and
broke the tension.

Telling Pat goodbye this time was the toughest ever, knowing that next week
I would probably begin training and have fewer chances to go home. Furthermore,
the following week, Pat would start college at St. Joseph’s. “For the first time I saw
Pat weep...but how much more serious this parting could be - such as when I leave
to go overseas.”(As it turned out, I did not start training yet.)

Back at Belvoir I started working on a lyric to the original tune Pat played
at her recital. It would take quite a while, slow perfectionist that I was.
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Now in a new company, one of the first
things I had to do was check out the service club.
My chum Bill Fogle and I attended a formal
dance there, with grand march, conga line, etc. As
usual, I danced almost continuously, principally
with a young lady, quite a good dancer, whom I
knew from the club at my former unit.

One Sunday in September I visited Miss
Miller at her apartment in Washington. She told
me Dick Hickey was now a warrant officer
working in the Strategy and Policy executive
o ffice. She said S&P had tried to get the
appointment and the job for me. I didn’t have the
nerve to ask her what happened.

Bill Fogle left for New Jersey. I treated him
to a steak dinner at Jimmie’s the night before.
The Army in wartime is no place to form a
lasting friendship.

With basic training soon to begin, it was
wonderful to get another three-day pass to be
with my one and only, who would be home from
college. Pat couldn’ t get the words out fast
enough to tell us all about her new experience. We spent the evening with the
Kreidlers, Pat still holding forth. Than back to Doerners and alone at last... The next
day was rainy but who cared - we were together. After Mother’s work, George drove
us to Circle Inn, where the four of us talked, laughed and danced. It was a first. Early
Sunday afternoon I took the train back to D.C., spending most of the ride working on
an ending to “That Sunday in September,” as Pat’s song was now titled.

The next day I wrote Pat: “ ...after dinner I sat in the club and enviously
watched several of the fellows dancing with their dates. A lot of the guys have
girlfr iends from around here who visit them weekends, that is, ‘passless’
weekends. This isn’t a bad place to spend a Sunday under those conditions. If it’s
a nice day, there ’s plenty of space for a walk. And the fields, trees and all, make
swell picnic grounds. Then there are the service clubs with restaurants, dancing,
radio, etc. It’s really not bad at all, but without someone to share the enjoyment
of all these facil ities, Fort Belvoir is sti l l  a hole.”

If there was a touch of melancholy in that letter, it was soon to be dispelled.
The next Saturday I was home again, this time for a very special occasion - my
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g r a n d p a r e n t s ’golden wedding celebration. (I had just started basic training, so it was
as an exception that the CO granted the pass “ in recognition of your rank and length of
service.” ) I arrived in Cumberland at 11:30 P.M. and found both Pop and Grandma not
well. On Sunday, George and I made two trips to Saints Peter and Paul’s hall to borrow
tables and chairs, which we set up in the Wa l l a c e s ’dining room for the next morning’s
wedding anniversary breakfast. At the 6:00 A.M. Mass on Monday, Grandma, though
ill enough to be in bed, knelt and stood at the altar, supported by Pop. They repeated
their vows. I was their proud altar server.  The pastor, Father Irenaeus, officiated; a
modified choir sang from the choirloft; Professor Schumacher played an Ave Maria at
G r a n d m a ’s request and the traditional recessional. It was simple yet grand.

There was room for only relatives at the breakfast. The nine children and two
oldest grandchildren (Ruth Lee and I) were at the main table with the jubilarians. Old
Cumberland friend, Mary Porter, prepared and served the grapefruit, eggs and bacon.
Grandma excused herself early and returned to her bed. The family received visitors
and arranged flowers, but the planned reception was postponed in view of the
illnesses.

Grandma used to say, Well, Billy, if we’re alive five (or whatever) years from
now, Pop and I will be married fifty years - and we’re a-gonna celebrate, too!
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iv - It’s Basic

On October 11, the day I was to move to my new company for basic training,
I woke up with a cold and sore throat.  Torn apart with anxiety about the rigors I
would be subjected to, I requested that I be deleted from the order to move in view
of my illness as well as my recent bouts with asthma. Disapproved! Move to the new
unit as ordered, then go on sick call if necessary!

I gritted my teeth and, feeling truly lousy, hauled my belongings once more
to a new barracks in Company B, 9th Battalion. As a non-commissioned officer I was
assigned a bunk in the “cadre room” at the end of the second floor, separate from the
large, open, common space. Three other enlisted men already occupied the room: a
cook, a baker and a sergeant whose job I never learned. I was given the privilege of
eating at the cadre table in the mess hall. 

The next morning I fell in for
reveil le at 5:00 with a company of buck
privates. A bell rang and we hustled to our
first event, close order dril l. Then came
films on safeguarding military information,
physical conditioning and first aid. In the
af ternoon we had classes on personal
hygiene, organization of  the A r m y,
safeguarding against carelessness and use
of the gas mask.

A few days late for the initial
training, I was oriented and filled in by one of
the cadremen, Corporal Frasch. While the
non-coms seemed to respect my rank, I knew that they had been instructed not to be
any easier on me than on the privates. My fellow trainees were a little distant at first,
but soon warmed up; some could not contain their curiosity and had no compunction
about asking why a master sergeant was just now taking basic.

I was happy I had had at least a modicum of rifle training. It had been several
weeks earlier, however, so all over again I suffered the hurt of contorting into the
various prescribed firing positions. Competition in marksmanship was promoted to
the fullest throughout the training center - among individuals, among platoons,
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among companies. It was not a wonder that the shavetail (2nd louie) behind the
microphone yelled:Get that elbow well under the piece. Make sure you squeezethat
trigger - don’t jerk it. Now once more - by the numbers!That went on for hours at a
time, day after day.

Early in the program we hiked four miles - with full field packs on our backs
- to our first bivouac. After digging individual prone shelters, or modified fox-holes,
we tramped from site to site for classes in field fortifications, camouflage and head-
net wearing. After supper we pitched our shelter halves, spread our bedding and
turned in - at 7:00. I later wrote: 

“ After a ten-hour sleep in the cool but comfortable night of the Vi rg i n i a
hills, we were awaked by the noise of a simulated bombardment. The idea was
to have us make use of the prone shelters. But it was sti ll  dark, so few of us
took the idea seriously - who would know? Instead we groped around getting
d ressed (which meant putting on shoes and leggings, for nothing else had been
removed), unpitching tents and fi l l ing in the shelters. Chow followed, next a
l e c t u re on ‘the tactical marc h , ’ then the march itself, Belvoir-bound. It seemed
m o re l ike a race than a marc h . ”

After only a half hour in the barracks, we began marching from one part of
the center to the next - miles apart it seemed - for more demonstrations and classes.
The most exciting challenge of the day was tank defense: Tanks rolled toward us at a
fair clip and we - with full equipment, including rifles - had to roll out of the way.

At chemical warfare class, we were introduced to five gases in small (they said)
harmless doses. Wearing gas masks, we went into a gas chamber, where mustard gas was
released and we were ordered to remove the masks momentarily in order for us to get an
idea of the gas’s odor as well as to demonstrate the effectiveness of the mask. I later had
a stomach ache and naturally wondered if the gas caused it. Probably not.

October 23:Tonight we saw a big show - a demonstration of night noises
and sights. Interesting. The night was beautiful and I found that marching at route
step (OK to talk, etc.) under such a condition can be a big morale-building factor.
We sang, yelled, talked to our heart’s content. It lets out that excess steam - and a
hell of a lot of it accumulates during a day of training at this joint!

Into the eerie blackness of a dense woods they led us on Halloween, whether
by design or not I was not sure.  We were to put into practice what we had learned
earlier about compass reading. Each group of about eight men was given a list of three
widely separated locations which they were required to find in three hours. It took my
group an hour and a half to reach (purely by accident) our first objective, a station 920
yards from the starting point on an azimuth of 311˚ . Point two came fairly easily but
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time ran out before we found the third. (I still often get lost driving at night in an
unfamiliar area - and I always recall that frustrating Halloween in the Vi rginia hills.)

We learned all about land mines, without demonstration, thank God. We
learned how to patrol; it meant spending a morning carrying my M-1 rifle at high post
back and forth through a designated area in the woods. We learned what it was like
to be under fire: It was called the infiltration course. A simulated battle field was set
up in the woods with trenches, barbed wire fences, a crashed airplane, a machine gun
emplacement, etc. We had to crawl on our bellies from one end to the other with real
bullets whizzing 36 inches over us and sham mortar explosions not far off. I wasn’t
scared - I told myself the bullets had to be blanks - but Oh my poor GI arms and front
from crawling through that dirt!

We practiced on dummies how to parry and thrust with the bayonet. I tore
a chunk out of a knuckle. We threw one live hand grenade apiece; t h a twas scary
- I had visualized myself, butter-f ingers prone, dropping the thing after pull ing the
pin! At the carbine range I enjoyed the lightness of that little gun but found it hard
to shoot with any accuracy. 

On a beautiful November day we made a ten-mile tactical march, carrying
a 70-pound load on our backs. I felt the effects, all right.

One accomplishment I wanted badly to be able to claim - admittedly, to brag
about - was a rifle marksmanship medal. From the beginning, I felt confident. My
first time out, I shot 156 - qualifying me for a ride from the range back to the barracks.
That was a welcome reward after also pulling targetswhen others fired - a dirty, tiring
job. At the next practice I scored 166, one point higher than required for Sharpshooter.
Three days later I went up by two more points! Qualifying day arrived - could I
sustain my fine performance? No! Damn! I couldn’ t believe it! I wrote: 

“ All I made was 149, just nine points above the qualifying re q u i re m e n t .
I’m not sure what happened. My sight pictures were good, my trigger squeeze was
all right and the day was perfect for firing. My only excuse was that the sights on
my rifle were off. In the last two positions I used another fellow’s rifle and did
well - in fact that was the only thing that saved me from failing altogether. I was
so distressed that I thought all sort of things - like wondering if my earlier good
performances were set-ups - someone in the target pit signaling a higher score
than I actually made.”

No medal. What a disappointment.

One compensation: Toward the end, my platoon commander recommended
me and two others for Corps of Engineers officer candidate school. I told him I did
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not think I was eligible in view of what I thought were express orders to train at
Belvoir in anticipation of an assignment overseas. Besides, I did not think I could
handle what I heard was a truly rugged course and, further, I had no aptitude for
engineering. The compliment, though, was fuel for my ego.

Graduation from Basic on November 18 consisted of a final inspection in OD
shirts and trousers, steel helmet, full field pack and the ubiquitous M-1. T h e
inspection, headed by a full colonel
and assisted by two other colonels,
was cursory. One colonel, spotting
my stripes, couldn’ t resist his
curiosity to query me smilingly
about my story.

For the final examination,
each platoon sat in a semicircle
facing the testing off i c e r. He
quizzed orally in three subjects,
determined by draw, in our case:
interior guard duty, sex and
personal hygiene and sanitation,
and booby traps. The exercises
concluded with a parade.

The two weeks of man-
euvers which I understood would
constitute the second phase of my
training turned out to be nothing
more than a work program -
something, I figured, to put on my
record under Field Training. First I was assigned to a new unit- 3d Platoon, Company
C, 1st Battalion - and a new barracks. This time my gear was moved by truck. 

The work took place on three days (over one week, not two) toward the end
of November at Quantico, Virginia, a Marine training camp. The first day we burned
brush and small trees that had been cut from the sides of a narrow road; it was easy
work and the day went fast. One day, we cut down some sizeable oaks to be used
eventually for bridge lumber. I wasn’t much help. If there was any thought that I
might learn somethingabout lumberjacking in one try, not so. 

That done, my training was completed. W h a t ’s more, I had survived!
Good feeling! 
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v - Overseas Assignment Bungle Resolved (??)

During the training period I got away from Fort Belvoir only a few times.
Most free evenings had been spent cleaning rifles or doing other chores in preparation
for the next day’s activities. Saturdays were generally training days, so out-of-town
passes were impracticable. I visited the battalion club a few times for dancing or letter
writing but went to Washington only once - trips to the city didn’t seem to be worth
the effort after the drudgery of the preceding week.

One quite worthwhile trip, though, was the Sunday I took a bus to the
Pentagon for the first time since I left it. I saw a number of my former associates,
including General Frank Roberts and Colonels Tasker and Buttles.  

It appeared that I had not been abandoned to the impersonal Belvoir machine
after all. Colonel Buttles told me that he had asked Colonel Hall (formerly of Policy
Section, now back from London on temporary duty) about the possibility of an
assignment for me in his organization. Things were looking up.

About two weeks later, Colonel Tasker contacted me. He had arranged for
me to be interviewed by a Major Baker for an assignment in London. My CO
appreciated the importance of this opportunity and readily authorized a pass to go to
Washington, where the major was staying at the Sheraton Hotel. 

Major Baker, a rather mild-mannered, unimpressive man, took notes on my
experience as I related it. He described his organization. He made it clear that an
assignment there could last from four to seven years! That was naturally a shocker.
Nevertheless, I said I wanted to be considered for the job. Afterwards, I wondered if I
had done the right thing. Could I handle the job? Well, Colonel Tasker would give me
sound advice, I was sure. I could always withdraw my name if I felt compelled to do so.

A week later my First Sergeant told me he had learned that I was “on TMD”
- Troop Movement, Departure - meaning I was finished at Belvoir and would soon be
sent elsewhere. Could that proposed London assignment have gone through already?
Hardly. Why do these vague personnel status changes keep popping up? Forget it, I
told myself, and take that well-deserved graduation pass to spend a few days at home.
(A few days later, the “TMD” - whether it had been in black and white or just a rumor
- turned out to be a “mistake.”)
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It did me good to find Grandma much improved and in good spirits following
another setback. I also got to meet my new cousin, Kathryn Ann Dicken, born to my
Aunt Dorothy and husband Pete Dicken on November 6. Mother and I spent several
hours together. I missed my dear Pat, however - she could not get home from college.

Back in the D.C. area, I lost little time
seeing Colonel Tasker at the Pentagon
concerning my interview with Major Baker.
He alleviated my apprehension about the
possible assignment. He said he wouldn’t have
recommended me if he thought I couldn’ t
handle the job; that Major Baker said I had
“ impressed” him; that he was sure that six
months after the war’s end I would be eligible
for discharge whether or not my org a n i z a t i o n
continued to exist.  I felt much better. My visit
with the Clarks that evening was relaxed.

Only a week had passed but I
couldn’t resist the opportunity to go home
again, because this time Pat would be there on
Thanksgiving break. And even though I had
been promised a ten-day furlough, I wasn’t
sure I could trust the Special Problems unit of
Personnel, nor could I count on Pat’s ability to
come home from college. (St. Joseph’s was
stingier with passes than the Army.) It was a
pleasant Saturday and Sunday. Kathryn Ann
was baptized, with Mother and George the
Godparents. I spent Sunday afternoon with
Pat, John, Kathryn and Margie; we took
snapshots. I took Pat to the bus terminal for
the return trip to college; the bus was crowded and she had to stand. Nothing exciting.
Simple togetherness that I would soon be without, so I savored it.

The first day after completing my so-called field training, I reported to
Special Problems to be told that I had been authorized a six-day furlough starting the
next day, but if I wished, I could get a pass from my CO and leave that afternoon. I
didn’t dare rock the boat by declaring that my furlough was to have been for tendays.
I thought it was miraculous enough that my furlough was actually starting so soon
after the completion of training.

Snafu days were over - for now at any rate.
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vi - The Grand Finale of ‘44

Home for Christmas I - As I had feared, Pat would not be coming because she
had just been home for Thanksgiving. But fate - or something - intervened! Mrs.
Doerner fell off a chair when cleaning windows, broke her collar bone, and was in the
hospital, and Pat was allowed (reluctantly) to come home for compassionate reasons.
She arrived Friday after midnight. Mr. Doerner and I took her to the hospital to see her
m o t h e r, pretending she was on nursing duty and simply wanted to see Pat when she got
in. Of course, it was a thoughtless thing to do. Pat was surprised but there were no tears.

It would be my last time home before going overseas, so on Sunday
Grandma prepared a typical Christmas dinner in my honor and simple gifts were
given to me. I went to say goodbye to Aunt Maggie King and those of her family who
were still at home. Pat would soon be leaving to go back to college, so I was invited
to supper at her house.

Pat decided to prolong our final time together by waiting until the 3:00 A.M.
bus. Alone, we talked and talked, inconsequential things, as though to shut out
thoughts of our imminent separation for God-only-knew how long. But there was one
serious matter I must not let pass, and I somehow opened my mouth and blurted out,

“Pat, will you wait for me - marry me when I get back?”

“What do you think?” Pat answered.

At the bus terminal we awaited departure time with few words. We were too
far gone in another world.

Back at Belvoir, I learned that my departure date was December 8, three
days hence. I immediately began preparing to leave: separating clothing and equip-
ment and personal belongings, some for turn-in, some for mailing home. I made three
telephone calls and received three farewell-dinner invitations. A few hours later (I
should have expected it) my last day was changed to “on or about December 25.” I
wasn’t happy about this; it meant three more weeks hanging around Fort Belvoir at
loose ends. And if I had to be traveling alone on Christmas day, that would really be
a bummer. First Sergeant “Rosie” Rosenfeld then announced that I would be helping
out in the company orderly room (administrative office) until a regular clerk came on
board. (Had Rosie arranged this? He was an operator!)
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Twice Rosie sent me to the Pentagon, presumably believing I had some
influence there, to check into assignments for certain members of his company. I was
unable to do any good. Then he and I went together and struck out. 

Sergeant Rosenfeld was a brash, hot-headed, outspoken fellow. He seemed
to like me, although we had little in common. When the company clerk automatically
scheduled me for charge-of-quarters duty, Rosie barked, “You will not pull CQ -
master sergeants do not pull CQ!”I wouldn’t have minded. Yet, something I really
would have appreciated from him was to get me another brief furlough before I left,
but he kept putting it off. Eventually he saw a couple functionaries and got tossed out
on his ear. “I almost let them bastards have it,” he boasted. 

In desperation I sought the chaplain’s influence. When he called my CO,
Rosie answered the phone and the chaplain put the matter to him. Rosie was peeved
that I had gone over his head. Ow!

My farewell dinners with the Hommes and with the Clarks were lovely as
usual. Miss Miller would be in the hospital for a week, so dinner with her had to be
cancelled. Such good friends. How lucky I had been.

Another nice final touch to my last days in the area: I visited my boyhood
chum, “Sonny”  Young - Frater Francis DeSales - at the Capuchin College in D.C. We
reminisced, had dinner, attended Benediction services, then heard Catholic University’s
Christmas choral concert. Frater Stanley Miltenberger showed up. I told them about my
imminent departure for overseas duty and they said they would pray for me.

Huh oh! I thought my snafu days were over. Rosie told me that he had been
told by a WAC personnel officer in the Pentagon that my overseas job had been
fil led with someone else. Said Rosie, “ I told you they were giving you the ru n -
a ro u n d . ” I didn’ t believe it.

I continued to be rather woebegone over what seemed to be a stupid
restriction on my getting another pass to go home. I wasn’t accomplishing anything
for the Army, sitting around Fort Belvoir. I tried to keep Pat informed but my letters
were extremely brief; it was as though I was too uptight to express myself. In my
December 20 letter, the best I could do was to say that Rosie had promised to “see
somebody today.” No sooner than I had mailed the letter, my movement and
assignment orders reached me:

...DEPART FORT BELVOIR 25 DEC 44. REPORT TO FORT HAMILTON, NEW
YORK, FOR FURTHER TRANSPORTATION OVERSEASFOR DUTY WITH
SECRETARIAT, JOINT CONTROLBOARD... 
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My official departure date in concrete, what should prevent my leaving Fort
Belvoir as long as I returned by that date? That logic prevailed and I left for
Cumberland that night.

Home for Christmas II -December 21: Pat and I spent most of the day
together doing the usual things: walking and talking. December 22: More of same.
This was our last day for a long time, maybe, so the mood was on the serious side.

B e l v o i r. Ordered to report to Personnel, I was told that I would leave
December 24 - the next day - instead of the 25th. I was given a “delay en route”
to let me spend Christmas at home! I hadn’ t even asked for it. After all, I had
already had t w o Christmases, more or less, and was reconciled to the idea of
traveling on Christmas Day.

It was my last day at Fort Belvoir, Virginia, the place where I had gotten at
least a glimmer of the rigors of war. It was a rough, sometimes boring, often
frustrating, occasionally happy experience which, surely, was good for me. I felt it
was fitting to write a final letter to Pat, although she would not receive it until after
Christmas and I was gone. Then I packed, collected my military records and orders
and took a taxi to Union Station.

Home for Christmas III -I arrived in Cumberland at 8:55 P.M. Pat and I went
to midnight Mass. She was all dressed up in her rainbow formal. We had breakfast at
her house. Our customary Christmas Eve walk had to be postponed due to rain. On
Christmas morning we went to Mass again, followed by a token stroll - around the
block as far as Pat’s friends, the Wilsons, where we visited briefly. In the afternoon I
had dinner at home, then went back to Pat’s for our private goodbye. Back home, I
wrote the final entry in my diary, which I then turned over to Mother to guard while
I was overseas. (I had been told that it was forbidden to take a diary onto a military
transport vessel, for in case of interception by the enemy, a diary might reveal
knowledge of places and events useful to the enemy!!) 

George and Mother and Pat accompanied me to the train station.

Phew! Was I really on my way?
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