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For my great Uncle Warren and great Aunt Violet who shared their letters of love; my husband Mark for his support and encouragement; Ralph Barsanti who took the time to relate his wartime experiences; my mother (Ardis Jane) and my Uncle Ralph (Ralph Jr.) for their childhood memories.
The year was 1998. My great Aunt Violet was 96 years old and ready to join her true love in Heaven, my great uncle Warren, or Uncle Warren as we knew him. I had come for a visit to say my final goodbye. We spoke of the wonderful summer vacations at her lake home when I was growing up. While we reminisced, I noticed a large American flag draped over a nearby chair. The flag acknowledged my great uncle’s Army service during World War II, and was draped over his coffin at the burial ceremony. It was almost as if she could read my thoughts. She asked if there was anything that I might want upon her death and I told her that I would love having his burial flag and promised to proudly display it in my home. She asked if there was anything else. I couldn’t really think of anything off hand, but yielding to my writer’s intuition I asked if she had kept any letters written between her and Uncle Warren while they were apart during World War II. Her eyes brightened with spirited reflection. She said she had all of the letters from those difficult years and promised to send them.
Time passed on, and so did my great Aunt Violet. It was about a year after her death that I received a box from one of her neighbors. Inside was a musty old World War II era canvas bag with over 500 letters inside. The letters were dated from 1942 to 1945.
For nine years the canvas bag sat inside a box in my guest room closet. The rubber bands surrounding several bunches of letters deteriorated and the envelopes yellowed more with each passing day.
One year, while doing spring cleaning, I noticed the box once more. I pulled it out of the closet and placed it on a small table in my exercise room as a reminder. For six months it beckoned me to open its contents. Every time I exercised I was reminded of those letters.
Finally, one day I sat down and started reading. I was pleasantly surprised to see the onion paper, which most of the letters were written on, in relatively good condition. What I gleaned from those letters was a treasure trove of history and romance that simply captivated me. After deciphering the, at times almost illegible handwriting, I decided that I couldn’t possibly keep their story to myself. So I am inviting you, the reader, to take a peek at just one branch of my family tree.
Warren Gray was born on November 6th, 1900. He was premature and weighed two and one-half pounds at birth. Back then hospitals didn’t have sophisticated equipment to keep premature babies alive, so the doctor simply placed his fragile little body on a pillow and said that he would let God decide if Warren should live or die. God had plans for Warren Gray.
My great Uncle Warren was the first son born to O.R. and Myrtle Gray. Eight years later my grandfather, Ralph Gray was born.
The family of four was doing quite well. The “roaring twenties” era was in its infancy. The Jazz Age was in full swing. O.R. was working as a railroad station agent. Warren had graduated high school and was working for a local textile factory. Myrtle’s life had become less complicated with just an eleven year old Ralph to raise. She was in her late 40’s and had assumed that she was going through “the change” or as we call it today…menopause. All of the physiological signs were there, so she naturally assumed that she was entering another stage of life.
Then one day she experienced excruciating cramps. She urgently called the local doctor. He rushed to her home, all the while thinking Myrtle had a serious health problem. After attending to her, the doctor called O.R at work with unexpected and stunning news. Myrtle had given birth to a new baby boy. My great Uncle Bob had arrived.
All of my life I heard fascinating stories about these three men. My youth was colored with family recollections of some of their younger days. My grandfather, Ralph, was humorous and very likeable, as they say “quite a card.” Warren was more stoic, wise with a dry sense of humor. Bob was highly intelligent and said to have had a “photographic” memory.
After Ralph graduated high school both he and Warren started working for Conrad’s Bakery in Momence, Illinois. After Bob graduated high school he went on to college and received a law degree.
Warren and Violet were high school sweethearts, so it was expected that some day they would wed, but it was an absolute wonderment to the family that it took Warren 13 years to propose. He finally married Violet on July 4th, 1931.
I don’t know much about her side of the family, except for her brother Charlie. Charlie was a few years younger than Warren and was also drafted into service during World War II. He corresponded with both of them, conveying a different perspective on his war time experiences.
Now I feel I must tell you that there appeared to be a rivalry between Warren and Charlie. From what I could tell, it was based mostly on attracting Violet’s attention. Violet managed to counterbalance her brother and her husband beautifully to keep the peace. It appeared Charlie was always trying to win her sympathy, while Warren was always describing his skills and endurance. As you read some of the letters you will notice the slight bantering they engage in.
During the war, letters meant everything. Radio and the U.S. Postal service were in high demand, and without television, the internet, texting and twittering, information moved slowly.
Warren and Violet lived on a 20 acre farm in Independence, Missouri. The word farm is how Warren described it in his letters, but it was not a working farm for all intents and purposes. After they married, Warren owned and operated “Gray’s Bakery,” while Violet worked as a stenographer in town. The depression brought hard times, but they managed to endure. Then, one morning in 1941 everyone’s lives changed forever.
History books claim the start of the war was September 1, 1939, but the United States remained relatively uninvolved until December 7th, 1941, when an attack on the American fleet at Pearl Harbor forced the United States to formally declare war on Japan. This became the defining moment that “awoke the sleeping giant.” The need for soldiers, sailors and airmen was so great that almost anyone with a body temperature of 98.6 was drafted for service. The threat was so grave and the cause so just, people did what their government and country expected of them, even if they had misgivings about the very concept of war. Most experts at the time said they thought the war would last three years. Unfortunately, it lasted longer.
Warren and Charlie were drafted at approximately the same time, but were sent to two different camps for basic training. Warren was sent to Camp Wolters in Texas. For a time, it was the largest infantry replacement training center in the United States. Charlie was sent to Camp Crowder in Missouri.
Violet was left to fend for herself. So she vacated the farm and moved in with her mother in Olathe, Kansas. There she found another job working as a stenographer. In many ways, she was drafted too. She was left with the responsibility of paying bills for their 20 acre farm and operating Warren’s bakery.
The following letters are correspondence between Warren and Violet Gray, with an occasional letter from Violet’s brother Charlie. Warren received his draft notice in the spring of 1942. He began basic training on August 18th of that year. He was 42 years old. And now for a trip back to the war years.
August 1942 Warren
Dearest Violet,
I’m sitting in the recreation room writing to you. Another day has gone and we are heading towards becoming soldiers. With all the marching and drilling we are falling in line pretty well now. They really give you a strenuous workout here but so far I haven’t had anything near as hard as I had on any of my civilian jobs so I guess I can keep up with these young pups. Most of the boys are about 18, I’m considered over the hill at 42.
Today the lieutenant of our platoon came to our barracks and tested our eyes. Funny thing, but one of mine was a little defective. Don’t know quite what that means, but I’m still here so I guess it’s no bother. I think Uncle Sam would take a blind man right now.
Reveille is at 5:30am. 5:45 is chow and between 6 and 6:30 our beds have to be made and ready for inspection. Then comes the day of marching and drills. You don’t have time to shave or anything in the morning. This has to be done in the evening after 6pm. Of course, not shaving till night doesn’t affect most of the boys. Most only have stubble at best.
The food here is pretty awful. Course, after a full day of training just about anything tastes okay, but seriously I’ve seen some of the camp mongrels turn it down. They sure could use a good cook and baker here.
While at dinner one night, I met this young boy. Young is putting it mildly. He looks like a baby. In fact, I question that he’s 18 years old. He said he’s from Kingston, Texas. He’s one of twelve children born to sharecroppers. Can you imagine? Twelve children. He was in eighth grade when his father walked out on the family and never came back. He had to drop out of school to help support his family. His story is a real hard luck one. I guess there are a lot of tough stories out there these days. It’s just that I feel so sorry for the kid. Think I’ll keep an eye on him. Maybe even be his “go to” guy when things get rough around here. Seems there are so many young boys in this Army. Sometimes all they need is someone older to help them get through this period in their life.
Right now I’m thinking of riding to town with you on your way to work. Pretty soon I’ll be dreaming of you. I’m already thinking of when I can get a furlough, but that won’t be until after my thirteen week cycle of training is over. After we are here a while we can get a weekend pass for good behavior which lets us out at noon on Saturday until midnight Sunday. But there are so many places we can’t go on account of unsanitary or moral conditions that I’d just as soon sit here and spend a little time writing to you.
Well, sweetheart I’ll close now and send you all my love. Hope to see you in my dreams. Good night dearest, your Warren.
August 1942 Charlie
Dear Mother and Violet,
I got a high score on tests here at Camp Crowder. They said they are going to line me up for the best jobs they had which was clerk in Washington, D.C. for a code man. Don’t know if this will work out or not. As the fellows say, “they promise you lots here.” I’m kept so busy I don’t have time to get homesick. Had to go to a War Bond drive meeting, then scrub and prepare barracks for inspection today. Last night we slept without sheets and pillow cases so we could have clean ones for inspection. Most of the fellows have the CCC (Camp Crowder Croup or the common cold).
My shoes fit fine. Hopefully they will feel sufficiently broken in before we start marching. We have to march ten miles, then have lectures in classrooms. The Army sure gets up early in the morning.
Yesterday I was given my first typhoid shot. It made my arm sore. It’s almost useless today so I guess I’ll stop writing for now. Love, Charlie.
August 1942 Violet
My dearest soldier Warren,
I’ve read your letter three times now. Before bedtime I’ll read it a fourth. Today has been so quiet and blue. Tension and worry got to me. Even though the weather was hot outside, the house felt cold. I shook from fear for you. I didn’t want to hear anything and couldn’t stand the quietness. I shouldn’t weep on your shoulder like this, but I miss you terribly. I suppose as long as I have your love sweetheart I’m happy, even if you are far away. I always look forward to your letters. They mean everything to me.
I stopped by the bank today to deposit my check then stopped by the bakery. We owed 368 dollars with only $247.80 dollars to apply. A deficiency of 120 dollars. Mr. Russelman is late on the lease payment for the bakery. I’m glad we found someone to rent the bakery out to, but when he doesn’t pay on time it makes us late with our payments.
It was dark outside before I realized how late it was, so I went to Dixie’s soda shop for a sandwich and a malt. There were so many people around town. Although it was the same place and it was filled with familiar faces, it seemed bare and strange to me. Dixie’s was crammed with soldiers and their sweethearts. The jukebox was going. (A coin-operated machine.) Even the streets were filled with laughter. It was a regular boom town Saturday night. A lot of people were waiting for the bus. Many took the bus because they didn’t know the condition they’d be in later that evening.
I also saw Bill Weston in town. He was rather shabbily dressed, but a good man. I found out today that he nearly died in an accident. A car hit him as he got off the bus. Isn’t it odd that Bill would survive WWI only to be hit by a hometown car?
Tomorrow I will go to church. I can’t help but feel that with so many good Christian soldiers the United States has, we’ll come out all right without much more loss. England has warned France to vacate the coastal regions for a surprise attack anytime. I hadn’t thought they’d attempt it for months yet, maybe it’s to divert Hitler’s actions against Russia.
Next time you get a chance, take a picture of yourself in uniform. I do so love you in your uniform. You look so proud. You are my brave soldier.
Many say the war will last three years. One and a half years to prepare and the rest to do the job. I’m hoping and praying it will be less.
Enclosed is a letter I just received from Charles. Thought you would enjoy it. I’m sorry I started this letter out so blue. I’ll be okay tomorrow. And on Monday, I’ll be working and busy. Work really keeps me from worrying about you. I hope you like the baked goods I’m sending you. I send it with all my love. Maybe it will fill out your cheeks again and make you feel like you’re at home with me. I made some for Charlie too. Well good night now, dear. Yours with love….Violet.
August 1942 Warren
My Beautiful Wife,
I received your baked goods. What a treat! Naturally I shared with the other men in my platoon. We all do that when we get a care package from home. Although I must admit it was hard to part with your banana nut muffins.
I just completed rolling my field pack. It consists of a haversack and roll carrier, a pup tent and poles, wool blanket, one canteen and cup, knife, fork and spoon, towel, suit of underwear, one pair of socks, handkerchief, razor, shaving brush, soap, toothbrush, tooth powder, comb, raincoat, and pick. Then you carry a gun with a bayonet and have a first aid kit on your belt. We’ll have a three day hike for about 28 miles. I’ve heard lots don’t make it. This old fool will though. Guaranteed! Maybe I’ll just keep walking till I get up your way.
Another new recruit told me he heard that effective October 31st the whole country is going to adopt a 35MPH speed limit. Maybe when I get a furlough I will walk there. Probably be faster. Almost no point in getting gas ration cards.
The buzz around camp says we may go to a combat unit as soon as we complete our thirteen weeks of basic. I suppose the Army is short on men. Usually after basic they send you to advanced training. Hopefully it’s just a rumor and not fact. I can’t imagine being any further away from you than I am now sweetheart.
Can’t understand why we’re so far behind with the bank. These are tough times. All I make as a private is 50 dollars a month. Hardly enough to get a wax job on the car or on my head, but I’ll send it all your way. I don’t need much here. Just enough for haircuts and cigarettes. USO shows are free. Some guys gamble, but I don’t have extra money to wager. Besides, I’d rather visit with you.
Sorry to hear about Bill Weston. Luck sure hasn’t gone his way during the past year or so. He hasn’t been quite the same since the loss of his son at Pearl Harbor. Sure hope he gets back on his feet again. He deserves a break.
I had my second typhoid shot today. Barely felt it. Can’t understand why it affected Charlie so. Could be his system is weak from that cold that’s going around camp. Charlie would be fortunate if he got a job clerking in the codes division. I hear it’s an interesting job. Course, after the war trying to find jobs breaking codes is going to be tough.
As I sit her under the lights outside my barracks, the moon shines down on the company over on the next street. They are moving out silently for night maneuvers. Sure is a somber sight. The moon is almost full tonight. I wonder if you are seeing the same moon as me. I can almost see the man smiling in it. I’ll make him wink at you just for me.
Well sweetheart, guess it’s time to turn in and dream of you. Your faithful and loving husband…Warren.
August 1942 Charlie
Dear Mother and Violet,
I received the baked goods you sent. They were good. Still have some left over, but I have to keep them hidden in my barracks bag, otherwise the guys in the unit will want some. I don’t particularly like the men in my unit. They’re too gung ho for me. Army life is very impersonal. Don’t see me making any longtime friends here.
Yesterday we hiked five miles wearing our leggings, cartridge belt, canteen and gas mask. Sure was a load to carry. My lips got chapped, face got burned and I sprained my knee. Last night I put on some Absorbine JR. and suntan oil, but it was too late, it didn’t help at all. Now I’m using camphor ice for my lips. I was using mentholatum on my face and lips, but it just made the condition worse.
I’ve heard rumors that they’re going to release all men over the age of 38 from active duty. I’m going to look further into that rumor and see if there is anything to it. Sure would like to get out.
I don’t know if I’ll be able to drill tomorrow with this knee. It still hurts when I put pressure on it. Oh well, will close for now…love Charlie.
August 1942 Violet
My sweetheart Warren,
It simply thrills me to see you write the name Mrs. Warren Gray on the outside of the envelope. It means that I am your wife, one half of a couple, and I am only one half of a Gray without you. Every one of your letters means such joy to me.
Just had a bunch of kids come by on a scavenger hunt. They wanted a skeleton key. I had a junk box full of stuff down in the basement. I gave them all kinds of goodies from it, plus the key they requested. They were delighted.
Do you remember the little colored boy who used to cut my mother’s grass? His name is Eddie. He’s a Methodist. I thought he was too young to get drafted, but apparently not. Anyway, I guess he’s in basic training right now at Camp Wolters. Do you ever run into the colored groups? You’d probably remember him if you saw him. He’s small and timid and has one eye that’s not quite right. It’s kind of reddish looking. He’s a very good boy. If you could keep watch for him and help him along I’m sure his folks would feel grateful.
Ronald Crawford came back from the war last week. Mrs. Crawford said that Winnie was waiting for two and a half hours at the station, but he didn’t show. When they got home, there he was sitting on the front porch steps holding the dog in his arms with a cane perched on his lap. Apparently, he’d been shot and hadn’t told them. He said it wasn’t that serious and his leg would be back to normal in no time. Mrs. Crawford said she was so happy to see him she didn’t scold him until a week later about the fact that he hadn’t told her he’d been wounded. I guess no matter how old you are or how much you have gone through, your mother is still your mother and you are still her child.
Today I put up a new shade in the bathroom window. It’s red and white check with about one inch squares. It adds a nice color to the room. I also made the September payment on the farm. There was just enough in the bank account. I may have found renters for the farm. I’d like to find someone to keep up the place until you get back and we can go home to it again.
I’m sending your Field and Stream and Reader’s Digest with this letter and Charles’. I have also enclosed the newspaper. I especially like the “personal ads” section. Got a real laugh out of the Manpower advertisement. “Wanted: registered druggist - young, old, deaf or dumb. Must have license and walk without crutches.” From now on, I presume drugs will be pretty easy to come by. Of course I don’t need any drugs. All I have to do is think of you and I’m swinging on a star.
I’m looking up at the moon tonight and I’m certain that the man in the moon winked at me. I know it must be you. So I winked right back.
I must get going to bed now. Just finished washing my hair. I have to work in the morning. It’s unusually cold here tonight. I’m sitting at the radiator in the dining room. I pulled out a little table, lamp and chair. It’s nice and warm and happy too. I feel real good. Almost without worry for some reason. I believe I’m having more faith in God and I’m just praying for your safe return.
Good night dear heart - Love and kisses to you… always your Violet.
August 1942 Warren
Dearest Violet,
I had another nice sweet letter from you today and my Field and Stream came also. Sure sounds like Charlie is having a tough time adjusting. We’ve been keeping busy. We had a six mile hike, pack rolling, close order drill and lectures all day. Then late afternoon we had a game of volley ball. My buddy Jeff Hill and I chipped in together and bought a two dollar camera and took pictures of the game. We’ll go to the P.X. to get them developed. I’ll send them to you as soon as I can. Just remember I’m not a professional photographer. They won’t be too good.
Yesterday, when I was out on the firing range Sergeant Burke said that I was the best shot he’d seen, but there was another platoon that had a good sharpshooter and he wanted me to compete against him. Well guess who it was? That kid from Kingston, Texas. We were both shocked to see each other. Suddenly there was a crowd around us. I think some of the guys were betting on the outcome. Well, I couldn’t believe how well this young kid could shoot. He out shot me by one bullet. When I asked how come he was such a dead aim. He said, “Mr. Gray, when I was hunting, if I didn’t hit what I shot at, my family wouldn’t eat.” Made perfect sense to me. We had a real good talk after that. He’s a pretty impressive boy, but I still think he’s awfully young. Why, his face hasn’t even seen its first ingrown hair. The only way he’s going to have any sign of a five o’clock shadow is if we have a solar eclipse.
Tonight, I was cleaning my guns and washing windows to prepare for a general inspection tomorrow, when Lieutenant Welles walked up to me and said, “Gray, I’d like to send you to non-com school because I think you’re good enough to go to Fort Benning Officer School.” Guess I got pretty good test scores. I’m not sure what to make of it. I never thought of becoming an officer. Even though it means more money, I’m just not sure I want the responsibility at my age.
Sergeant Nichols asked what I did before being drafted. I told him I owned a bakery. He’s going to test me out tomorrow in the kitchen. Actually, the baker’s job might be better. I won’t have to go so far away from you and it means a pay raise.
Violet, I do remember little Eddie doing many odd chores around your mother’s place. I’ll snoop around and see if I can find him, although this is a pretty big place. Chances are I won’t, but it would be good to see someone from back home.
I’d give five years of my life to see you and kiss you sweetheart. I love you as always, only a little more. Absence does make the heart grow fonder.
Well, sweet, it’s about lights out. The Chaplain was just here to see us all and talked a few minutes, so I’ll say good night to you. I hope I dream of you tonight. All my love dear, your own…Warren.
September 1942 Charlie
Dear Mother and Violet,
Yesterday, I hopped a railroad car and went downtown in St. Louis. Bought a cheap wristwatch which comes in handy around here. Overheard some of the guys on the train say that we’ll be going to the signal corps. The signal corps ranks second to the flying corps. You have to rank pretty good in your tests to be sent there. Sure hope it happens. I don’t like it here at all.
My knee is still in pretty bad shape. It keeps me from drilling. It just can’t be helped. It hurts just to put pressure on it.
The hours here are terrible. Most complaints are about wakeup calls and the mess hall. I’m still not used to the hours and haven’t had a decent meal since I left home.
I’m getting better as a stenographer every day. Hope it leads somewhere. Will close now. Love…Charlie.
September 1942 Violet
To my soldier Warren,
I’m sitting on the front porch swing tonight while I’m writing this so my handwriting might be a little shaky. Of course just thinking of you makes my hands shake with excitement. The flowers in my pots are so beautiful I almost dread looking at them. Somehow flowers don’t thrill me unless you’re here. It seems like they shouldn’t be so pretty when we all feel so badly.
I got a letter from your folks. Bob had a physical examination for the Army. Your mother is beside herself. I don’t know how she’ll cope with two boys in the war. Thank the good Lord Ralph couldn’t go. I don’t know what Myrtle would do with three sons in. Please send your mother and father a letter Warren. If you have to skip one to me I’ll understand. Right now your mother needs to be reassured that everything will be all right.
All of you boys are too good and kind-hearted to be there. No one but beasts should have to train for battle. Oh, I say this, but you know there is no use. We can’t change things, just pray for something to happen to stop the war and bring peace.
Honey, I’m proud that Lieutenant Welles thinks so highly of you to consider sending you to officers school. It is a real acknowledgment of your performance. But working with Sergeant Nichols may be a better idea. If you took the baker’s job it might keep you in the United States. Of course, this is entirely your decision my sweet. I’ll love you whether you‘re covered with mud or flour.
Now for some sad news. Remember Glenda? I work with her at Gibson’s. Well, she got bad news the other day. She received a telegram from the commandant of the Naval Air Training base that her son died in a plane crash while training. He was an ensign in Jacksonville, Florida. Her daughter said Glenda fell to her knees when she heard the news. I guess she cried for days. I was wondering why she hadn’t come to work. How awful that a mother raises and nurtures a child to adulthood, just to lose him this way. It is all so scary and sad.
These are scary times. Every night I lock up the house and stairway door. I’m not used to such things, but these are different times now. The nights seem longer and more frightening. Most virile men have either been drafted or enlisted. Us women are home alone. We’re not use to the roll of protector. Guess we’ll have to learn. Of course, once morning comes I find there really is nothing to be scared of. I suppose I’ll eventually get used to it.
It’s getting colder now. The summer breeze has faded and been replaced with the chilly wind of fall. I look forward to cooler weather and the changing of the leaves. Before long Jack Frost will be nipping at my nose. Oh how I do love the four seasons.
I think I’ll just close my eyes and sit on the swing a bit longer and daydream that you are next to me, holding my hand. I love you my dearest…Violet.
September 1942 Warren
Dearest Violet,
It’s now 5:40pm and I’ve had supper and am waiting for 6:15 when our company has to go to the recreation hall for another lecture tonight. We’ve really been on the go today. I learned how to post and patrol, guard prisoners, etc., then had tactical maneuvers. Hiked five miles with all our equipment. Destroyed a make-shift machine gun nest. Then they had us go through the gas chamber with our gas masks on. They told us to take off our masks just before we got out. I held my breath and walked out. Once I was outside I had this burning sensation on my face, but that was all. Some boy’s eyes burned them terribly. Then we marched a ways and exploded gas shells of three different kinds all around us. I quick got my mask on and high-tailed it out of there. Later, I ran the bayonet course for a record.
I wrote to my folks yesterday. I hope that eases my mother’s mind a bit. Bob is the last boy to leave home so I imagine it is especially meaningful to see him get drafted. At least Ralph can keep an eye on mom and dad for us.
It was tragic to hear about Glenda’s son. I believe I met him once outside your building. He was waiting to drive his mother home. He had just received his driver’s license. She was so proud when he drove her away. He seemed like a fine young man.
I imagine there will be a lot of tears before this is all over. Guess that’s why mother is so worried about Bob. But Bob is smart. I have it in my gut that he’ll do alright in this war.
I baked 580 cinnamon rolls for Sergeant Nichols to test on the men. There was an overwhelming response. Everyone seemed to like my special recipe that I used at the bakery back home. The sergeant is pushing for me to be a baker. Probably a good place to be. It would mean more money to pay off those bills.
This afternoon while I was baking, the Texas kid’s company commander came into the kitchen requesting that he get transferred to the kitchen as a baker. Apparently the kid passed out cold during a close order drill. His C.O. has doubts about whether he can pass muster. Frankly, I wouldn’t mind having him in the kitchen with me, he’s a hard worker, but I think he’s set on being a foot soldier.
Well, sweetheart, it’s time to go to the lecture so I’ll say good night. I wanted to write this while it was still light outside. Tonight’s lecture may take quite a while. They are really pouring it on. Good night my love, all my thoughts and love to you dear…your Warren.
September 1942 Violet
My dearest Warren,
It sounds like they are keeping you guys busy. I can’t believe you are going through a gas chamber. Seems kind of dangerous. Almost like they’re going to incapacitate you boys before you can get overseas.
Mother is sewing a Red Cross dress. She wants to do her part for the war effort. She has so much stamina. She inspires me. I can’t match her as a dressmaker. She’s just a perfect seamstress. If it weren’t for the arthritis flare ups in her hand she could sew an Army full of Red Cross dresses.
Sounds like our Marines in Guadalcanal need more backing. They’re really getting battered. I just heard over the radio that several Marine companies were surrounded by Japanese forces near Point Cruz. Guess they are finally getting some support, but they say there were a lot of casualties.
The young Texas boy sounds interesting. What a hard life he has had so far. I hope he never has to go overseas. I’ll bet he’s the major breadwinner in his family. I think it would be good if you could mentor him a bit. He could probably use a father figure in his life. If he truly is as young as you think maybe the kitchen would be a good place for him. He sounds like a fine young man with a heavy responsibility. He’s probably sending all of his money back home, so remember to help him out when you can. I’m sure he’s short on funds.
Speaking of finances, I have a couple very interested in renting the farm. I don’t know them. Their last name is Easton. Let me know what you think about renting it out. I have to admit that it would help pay some of the bills.
Tomorrow I think I’ll finish waxing the Dodge with Davis Wax. That way the car will look brand new when you come home on furlough. I can’t wait. Sure hope you get one soon.
I’m glad you had time to write your folks. Your mother is terribly worried. Yes, I agree that having Ralph, Lois, and the kids around, will keep her mind off of the war. Although I doubt that it’s possible. I know I can’t keep my mind off the fact that you are gone. I miss you every moment of every day. We are not whole unless we are together. My life is nothing without you darling.
Well, I’d better end this letter before I start getting melancholy. I don’t want to cry myself to bed again. In the morning, my eyes are all puffy at work when I do.
Don’t pay any attention to me, I’m just feeling rather low tonight. I love you my wonderful husband. I’ll hold my breath until your next letter arrives. Your wife always…Violet.
September 1942 Warren
My lonesome wife,
I just received your letter. It bothers me that you cry yourself to sleep some nights. Wish I could be there to stop you from crying or at the very least, to wipe away your tears. When I married you I said I would never make you cry. I am so sorry that this has happened to us. I know I left you with a lot of trouble. Paying all those bills and keeping up with the bakery and the farm is a lot of responsibility. I am really sorry, but dearest I couldn’t help it. If I’d known about this war ahead of time I sure wouldn’t have started up a bakery or bought the farm. No pun intended.
Sergeant Nichols has me baking in the kitchen quite a bit. In fact, he says I’m a shoe-in to get a baker’s spot. I must admit though, it’s tough having baking responsibilities while continuing my training. Doesn’t leave me much time to write to you. I don’t even feel my head hit the pillow at night.
The kid from Texas came in on Monday. His C.O. had him report to the kitchen for training. The kid is adamant about becoming a combat soldier. I guess the fellows in his company have nicknamed him “baby.” Now he’s really determined to show them what he can do. I nicknamed him “Little Texas.” I hope it sticks. Wouldn’t want him to have that “baby” stigma hanging over his head for the duration of his service. He’s really not happy baking food or cooking. I’ll see what I can do to get him back to a fighting unit.
Tomorrow “Little Texas” and I are going fishing down at Lake Mineral Wells. That’s real close to camp. In fact, there are nice hotels there where you might be staying during future visits. Mineral Wells is quite famous for its crazy water. According to legend, a crazy lady would sit by the well all day and ask passersby to draw her some water. Apparently, the water had some positive effects on her illness and people took notice. Soon others started lining up for the water. Some began drinking it to ease their suffering while others used it for general health. If the water is that good for you, just imagine how healthy and big the fish might be. Anyway, “Little Texas” says he’s up for it.
I went to church yesterday and heard a very nice sermon. Funny how this Army affects one isn’t it. Kind of makes a Christian out of you while you are learning the business of becoming a soldier. Quite a contradiction.
I have to wake up early in the morning to make rolls for breakfast so I better stop now. I love you Violet. Do whatever you think is best about the farm and the bakery. I just want your life made easier any way possible. Your devoted husband…Warren.
September 1942 Violet
My dearest husband,
I wouldn’t have believed a year ago that this could have happened to us, but we’ve got to not think about it too much. It only makes it worse. I have the easier time, familiar places and faces here, but the fun is all gone. You don’t see any younger men around town these days, except in uniforms.
It’s been cold here. Dropped down to 46 degrees last night. It would have been nice if you’d been here to help keep me warm. Course, when I think things like that it just makes it harder.
Please don’t worry about the bills. We don’t have many bills since the stove, fan and refrigerator are paid for. Mr. and Mrs. Easton decided to rent the farm, so I believe that will help. Now, if I could just get Mr. Russelman to pay his rent on time, we could start catching up at the bank.
I listened to Mr. Churchill over the radio. He talked about how Mussolini, one man, has caused all this degradation to come to 40,000,000 Italians. Rather an appeal to Italian people to fight their government and come over to our side.
Oh, mother’s helper, Eddie came back from basic training the other day. Apparently he won’t be able to serve on account of his bad eye. He’s been discharged. He’s pretty upset about it. He wants to do his part in the war. I told him that his job at home was just as important as serving on the front lines. I said that some men have to stay behind to keep the home front safe. I hope it made him feel better because I meant every word.
This week I received a standardized form from your captain. There are blanks where he fills in the name of the soldier. It said: Headquarters 61st Infantry training battalion. During Warren’s stay here, he will be taught the basic knowledge which all infantry soldiers must know. This basic instruction is vital to his success in battle as well as the success of any unit. I urge you to impress on him the desire to learn as much as he can in his tour of duty. Furloughs and leaves will be granted for only the most urgent reasons.
When I read it, all I could think of was that I hoped this letter didn’t apply to you. There are several times in it where he encourages the family of Warren Gray to write to him. I don’t need encouragement. You are always on my mind. And I can only hope that they are wrong about the furloughs in the future. I realize you might not get one during basic training, but sure hope you can wrangle one afterward.
I’m glad you found time to go to church. We can use all the prayers we can make to end this war quickly. It’s comforting to know that God is on our side and will help us all defeat the evil that has established itself in the east and the west. I want you home where you belong. I love you my dear husband. Always yours…Violet.
September 1942 Warren
My wife,
I’ve talked to the other fellows here and the form letter you received is typical of what everyone’s family has received. I wouldn’t put a lot of credence in what it says. It’s just a standard government form letter.
It’s too bad about Eddie. I know how he must feel to not be able to participate. A part of me wants to be home, but the other part of me wants to participate and do my fair share in this fight. It’s funny how the guys who really want to get into the mix can’t because of some kind of disability, while others like me are torn between their loved ones, but are perfectly fit for duty.
Went fishing with “Little Texas” this past Saturday. We made some make-shift poles and got some line at the PX. Caught 22 bass. Cooked them up for some of the patients at the hospital. Made quite a meal. “Little Texas” is a quiet kid. He doesn’t say much at first, but once he gets to knowing you he opens up. You wouldn’t believe his story. After his father abandoned the family he dropped out of grade school and worked odd jobs at a filling station and a general store to support them. Then his mother died. He’s pretty much all alone raising his brothers and sisters. Before enlisting, the state forced him to surrender three of his youngest siblings to orphanages to ensure their care. He says someday he’s going to reclaim them. Knowing his determination, I don’t doubt that he will.
When we were fishing, all he could talk about was getting back to combat training. I could tell he wasn’t suited for the kitchen. He was miserable. I talked to Sergeant Nichols and got him transferred to “B” Company. I told his company commander that anyone who could shoot as well as he does deserves a second chance at becoming a soldier. “Little Texas” was grateful.
Today I baked 35 dozen muffins, 5 large sheets of apricot cobbler and a supply of cinnamon rolls for tomorrow. In addition to that I had hand-grenade drills. The Army sure knows how to keep you busy.
It hasn’t really cooled off here yet. Still pretty warm being this close to October and all. The kitchen gets so blasted hot here. I miss the cool nights of fall. Sure wish I could cuddle up to you and keep you warm.
I’d better turn in darling Violet. No rest for the weary here. I’ll be thinking of you before I close my eyes tonight in hopes of dreaming of you. All my love…Warren.
October 1942 Violet
My soldier Warren,
Your friend “Little Texas” sure sounds like a fine young man. The weight of his whole family has rested on his shoulders for so long. He’s an amazing boy. I’m glad you can be there to support him as a friend. I pray he comes out of this unscathed wherever he ends up.
I just read in the newspaper that Margaret West’s father died of a stroke. He’s been blind for two years. He was 72. Seems like just yesterday I was going over there to play with Margaret. Her father always greeted me when I’d come over. He used to sit on the front porch all of the time smoking a pipe.
There is some good hometown news. Roma Wolfe got married at the Episcopal Church this past Saturday. Guess her husband serves in the Navy. He was on leave. Just long enough for the wedding. He shipped out the next day. They’ll have to wait for a honeymoon.
Warren, do you remember Gert Hines? She works in my office. Well, she got a letter from a boy overseas. He’s an airman and says he hopes to be home by Christmas unless the Japs get him first. He said sometimes he feels like a sitting duck for anyone on the ground. He said the one benefit to being in the air is that he doesn’t have to see the faces of the men he kills. I suppose it does make fighting kind of impersonal.
According to Gert, she met his folks and they convinced her to write to their son. It’s starting out as sort of pen pals. Gert is really excited about it. I’m curious to see if anything blossoms from their relationship.
The radio just announced that some towers that broadcast power are being taken down. It said that there’s 50,000 to 80,000 pounds of steel in them and it’s needed for the war effort. They’ve scheduled several scrap drives in this area. I’m sifting through mother’s basement to see what I can find.
The radio also said that Hitler’s last speech lacked confidence, unlike the former ones. Our boys are impacting his influence over Europe. I want so desperately to believe that this nightmare is almost over.
I’m sending you some carbon paper so you can copy some of your letters to your mother and father. It will save you time from writing to all of us. Tell me when you need more. I’ll be happy to send it.
This morning, I flooded the carburetor in the Dodge on the way to work. Had to sit out in the cold weather for about an hour before the thing would start. I sure miss you driving me. I love how you used to put your arm around the back of my neck and cuddle. Oh my, when I think of the good times I get goose bumps and my heart beats so fast that I think I’ll pass out. I miss you and want you home. I know that sounds selfish, but I can’t help myself.
I better close for tonight or I’ll say something I regret. Sometimes I get so mad about this war I think I could probably win it by just talking to all of the other wives, (German, Japanese, British, French, and Russian), out there who have their loved ones in harms way. I’ll bet we could end this without another shot fired. Wouldn’t that be a wish come true. All my love dearest. I’ll be thinking of you. Always your Violet.
October 1942 Warren
Dearest Violet,
There’s a USO dance tonight. No point in my going. My dance partner is too far away. Besides, it’s more entertaining and restful talking to you honey. Every day I look forward to this time of night when everything is quiet and I can have this private moment with you.
I baked 500 muffins for breakfast, then 580 light rolls for lunch. Plus 5 sheet cakes and 45 apple pies for dinner. The boys really brag about my baking. They say it’s much better than the regular baker. Lieutenant Parker told me yesterday I could have my choice of working in the bakery or being with the rest of the platoon. I told the boys I could use the pay raise to pay off some bills. They understood, but said they’d miss me during the shooting competitions. I told them I would still compete.
Of course, just because I’m baking, doesn’t mean I still don’t do maneuvers with my platoon. Today I had to do the bayonet course and I got an experts medal on rifle shooting. Our platoon won the company contest on target shooting at the firing line. Afterward, Sergeant Nichols came up to me and told me I got the highest score on the range. Said he wasn’t so sure I belonged in the kitchen. Some of the boys got skinned noses, black eyes and cut lips. I’m sure I’ll have a sore shoulder in the morning. Course that has more to do with my age than the rifle kick. Frankly, I didn’t think the target was that hard. The bulls-eye was nearly as big as a jack-rabbit. Who couldn’t hit that?
Yesterday, I got what looks like an early Christmas package from the Eagles Lodge. They sent three packages of 50 cigarettes each, two sacks of peanuts, one roll of life savers, a kit with a mirror, a nail file, comb, styptic pencil, safety razor, short tooth brush and paste, shaving cream, and a 6”X4” bar of soap. It was really neat. I only wish I had some money to get you something really nice this Christmas.
Yes honey, I do remember Gert Hines. It wouldn’t surprise me if something came out of her relationship with her pen pal. There’s a lot of that going around these days. A letter can be very therapeutic. It’s a perfect cure for loneliness. Maybe something good can come out this war.
I’m sending you some pictures Jeff Hill and I got developed. It’s of the volleyball game we had in camp. Most of the pictures are a little blurry, but you can make all of us out. Jeff is the tallest guy in all of the pictures. Naturally, I’m the shortest. We’re perfect examples of Mutt and Jeff.
This little long distance visit with you is all I have here. That’s why I look forward to writing. Even if I have to go to the latrine to finish it off. The latrine is the only place with lights after dark.
I guess that’s all I have to report for now. Sure do miss you Violet. Can’t wait to see your lovely face again. With all my love….Warren
October 1942 Charlie
Dear Mother and Violet,
Sorry I haven’t written, but they have kept me so busy here. My knee is still hurting and keeps me from drilling. There is another hike this afternoon, but I don’t expect to take it. It just can’t be helped. They say that my injury won’t be adding on any more days to my stay here. I’m really glad of that.
Yesterday we were given several tests on electric and code subjects, and were interviewed. The man who interviewed me said I had a high score and was going to line me up for the best job he had, which is clerk in Washington, D.C. as a code man. They’re going to send me to a school to help prepare me for the job.
Warren sounds like he has a tough job being in the kitchen. When the boys get in trouble here they put you on KP. I wouldn’t want to do it. Everyone here is always complaining about the food. You’re not a good soldier unless you gripe.
I’ll be glad to get out of here. Really haven’t made any friends. Just put in my time. Hopefully the next time I write it won’t be from here. Will close now…Charlie.
October 1942 Violet
My sweetest Warren,
I’m feeling lonesome tonight. I just heard the radio play, “When the lights are on again, all over the world, and our boys come home again, all over the world.” Gee it sounded swell. I couldn’t get you out of my head. Tonight I’m going to sleep with your letter under my pillow for comfort.
I heard Mrs. Rickenbacker on the radio. It’s getting bad in the Pacific. Even with Eddie missing she said, “never, never give up.” She hasn’t given up on finding Eddie. She’s a very determined woman. I can only imagine how worried she must be for her husband.
I was doing laundry and got my fingers caught in the ringer, but it released before I was hurt bad. Luckily I didn’t break anything, just got skinned and bruised. The washing machine smoked too and smelled of rubber burning. I turned it off and oiled it. Guess that’s what it needed, because it’s working okay now.
We had a sticky, heavy snow last night. The weight broke off a lot of tree branches. Mother and I will get our winter coats on and gather them before the next snowfall. We’ll throw the wood in the burn pit out back.
Margaret West’s husband was laid off at Standard Oil because of gasoline rationing. She would like to work at a defense plant, but now with her father gone, is afraid to leave her mother home alone. She has to watch her very closely. Her mother always does something wrong to the stove, furnace, etc. She’s afraid she could start a fire in the house. I told her maybe Jim (her husband) could take the job instead. I’m fortunate that mother is so healthy.
Bad news, Mr. Easton, our renters from the farm, owes us 60 dollars and has only paid 10. I gave him to understand that I knew times were hard, but we also had bills to pay and couldn’t afford to help other poor folks when we’re poor too. He said he’s coming on Saturday with some more money. I hope Mr. Russelman has this month’s rent money for the bakery, because tomorrow I have to pay some essential bills.
Please don’t worry about me this Christmas. If I had one wish for Christmas it would be that I could see you again. But in our present financial state I don’t know when I’ll be able to come. Maybe if Mr. Russelman pays up.
Glad to hear you got a little something from the Eagles Lodge. They have been working very hard to get packages out to our soldiers. I volunteered with the bundling. Wouldn’t it be wonderful if your package was one that I packed with my own two hands. Oh, how close that makes me feel to you.
I am so proud of your expert marksmanship on the rifle range. Keep up the good work. I just hope you never have to use your skills though. I know, that sounds selfish of me, but frankly, the only reason I wake up in the morning is to just get a letter from you. The rest of the day is a waste of time. I’m simply putting in the hours until my honey gets back to me.
I heard from Charles today. He said he might go to D.C. and become a code man. I’m not quite sure what that means, but it doesn’t sound like hazardous duty. Not as long as they don’t send him overseas. His knee is still bothering him though, and that keeps him from drilling with the rest of the platoon. Maybe that is a good thing. I’ll send along his letter.
I got a big chuckle out of the pictures you sent me. Yes, you do look like Mutt and Jeff, but you’re nothing like their characters. They like to gamble on horse-racing. You’re not a gambler or a horse-racing fanatic. I’m glad of that.
Enclosed you’ll find a maple leaf wrapped in cellophane that represents the time of the year. I found it before the snow fell. It was the prettiest one I could find in the yard. It had all of the fall colors on just one leaf. The bright maroon, amber, rust, and golden colors are just breathtaking. I wonder what your fall looks like down in Texas.
Well, I guess that’s all I have to say tonight. It’s time to turn in. Sure wish you were here to keep my toes warm on this cold night. All my love…Violet.
October 1942 Warren
Dearest Violet,
I’m lonesome for you too honey. So glad you didn’t break your finger on that ringer. Those things can be so dangerous. Sounds like you have fixed the washing machine though. I’ve found in the past that sometimes all it needs is lubrication. Good job my dear. You’re becoming more and more independent. I hope you’ll need me when I get back home for good.
Thank you for the maple leaf. I always appreciate anything from back home. Trees are kind of sparse here in camp. I remember fall was always a busy time at your mother’s house. Seems that I would get the front yard all raked and a gust of wind would come by and rain hundreds of more leaves down on me. At the end of the season I remember burning the leaves in the pit out back. It gave us a chance to cuddle in front of a warm fire. At the farm I never had to rake leaves, but I sure missed that fire at your mother’s house. We’ve seen many falls together. I want to see many more.
I’m glad Charlie is going to D.C. Sounds like a great opportunity. I don’t think he could do the physical part of combat duty. Not with that bum knee of his. Hopefully he hasn’t done any permanent damage.
Honey, I feel terrible that I left you with all of that financial mess. It’s all like a domino effect. If our renters don’t pay, then you can’t pay. If you can’t pay, then the businesses or banks that we owe lose money. I should be getting more in my next paycheck now that I’m a baker so maybe that will help some.
I was making coconut pies today, when Lieutenant Parker told me that I might stay on here for a while. Seems that it’s not only the enlisted men who like my baking. The officers like it too. That suits me just fine. It keeps me closer to my baby.
I’ve heard there are several cases of German Measles going around camp. Glad I’ve already had them. It could really be tough on me at my age. I guess those German’s will stop at nothing to win this war.
Sure has been raining a lot here. Heard some river is flooding near Dallas and it’s still rising. There’s a possibility we might get a call to go for guard duty if the rains keep up. It’s never boring around here.
Last Saturday they took forty men from two companies and shipped them off to various places. They are fine young men and strong. Suited for combat duty. We are gradually getting split up. If and when I go I hope I’ll go with someone I know. If I stay I’ll be among lots of friends. So I guess it’s alright either way. Sad thing is that I’ll be missing my fishing partner. “Little Texas” is one of the forty going. Just can’t stand to lose him. He seems so young. Sure hope nothing happens to him. He’s going to Fort Meade, MD for advanced infantry training. He said he’d keep in touch. I told him I’d write as well. Maybe we can hook up again after this is all over.
I guess I better end this letter. I have to get up at 4am to start baking. Since I started as baker, I’m up so early in the morning, I think I’m the one waking up the roosters. Oh well, turn about is fair play. Your devoted husband…Warren.
October 1942 Charlie
Dear Mother and Violet,
I’m still waiting for my orders. Just can’t understand what’s taking them so long. Boy, do I want out of here.
Apparently, I had a letter at mail call yesterday, but I wasn’t there to receive it. And if I’m not there, no one will get it for me. So I wasn’t able to get it until today. I’m getting really disgusted with the Army.
On the radio last night, I heard Secretary Stimson say that men over 38 should not be sent up for active front line duty. Frankly, I don’t think men over 38 should be here at all. I’m hoping for an early discharge.
We had to go through the gas chamber today. They made us walk 20 feet across the room and then we were told to put our gas mask on. We stayed in the room for ten minutes, then had to take them off again. My eyes felt like they were on fire. They’re still tearing up. Don’t know what good going through a gas chamber can do any of us.
Oh well, enough griping. Not much to report. The knee is still hurting which gets me out of maneuvers. I’m thankful for that. There’s enough to do here with all the inspections they throw at us. No point sending any magazines. If I do get them, I won’t have time to read them. They keep you plenty busy scrubbing and preparing the barracks for inspection. There are four barracks to a company and ours, the fourth one, won first in neatness. Most of the fellows are willing workers and join in together to keep things straight and clean, but there are some that are worthless. They are very strict about cleanliness and disease here.
I hope everything is OK with you two. Hope you are both well…Charlie.
October 1943 Violet
My Warren,
I was so elated to hear the news that you were being extended as baker there. I guess the old saying holds true. “The way to a man’s heart is through his stomach.” Remember, that’s how I got you.
Darling, please don’t think for one moment that I don’t miss you and need you. No matter how independent I become. Sometimes I feel like a scared little schoolgirl inside. I’m afraid of everything, especially at night. I depend on you. Sure I’m doing whatever I can to survive this, but I’ll be happy to turn over the reigns to you when you get home. Men are used to this kind of responsibility. Women are not. Our men have always taken care of us and that is the way I want it again. I’m not saying women can’t be strong. I’m merely saying we prefer our men to take on that role.
Some of the neighborhood girls are trick or treating early. I was completely unprepared so I gave them a couple of apples. They seemed kind of disappointed. I told them to come by in a couple of days and I would have better sweets for them. I must get candy tomorrow.
There have been plenty of experts interviewed over the radio. One economist wrote we could win the war in just a year and a half if the United States bombed German Industrial plants. I sure hope President Roosevelt heard that message.
I got a good laugh from Gert Hines today at work. She got another letter from her flyer. I think this is becoming serious. She said, “There’s one nice thing about war, when our fellas are away we don’t have to worry about them going out with other women like you would if they were home.” I told her that it was a consolation to me, but in reality I know you would never do anything like that. I trust that our love is real. We have been married too long to let anything like that concern me. I am more concerned about you coming home to me safe and sound.
I don’t believe I told you in my last letter that the Hahatonka Castle burned down last week. All that’s left standing are the walls of both the castle and the garage. They say it was a $150,000 loss. I’m sorry we didn’t have time to go through it when we were there. They say the ballroom ceiling was three and a half stories high with skylights. The furniture was dark Victorian-style. They say most of the stones that made up the castle were carried on the railroad from the quarry up to the cliffs. Maybe after this is all over we can still go there to see the ruins.
I read in your last letter that your friend “Little Texas” was shipped out. I pray he comes home to his family safely. They need him. I pray for all of the soldiers that were shipped out. I’m grateful you didn’t go with them.
I’ve read reports about the flooding in Dallas. It’s strange, you’re having flooding rains there, and here it’s so cold it has already snowed. The trick or treaters will have to wear their winter coats if it doesn’t warm up soon. That will make it difficult to see their cute little costumes.
I hate to sign off darling, but I have a long day at work tomorrow. Things are busier than ever. I love you. Keep those boys well fed and happy. I’ll see you in my dreams…your Violet.
November 1942 Warren
My sweet Violet,
I got my last typhoid shot today. I hope it will be my last shot in the Army because it’s good until this time next year. Sure would like to be home for Thanksgiving and Christmas next year. I’m tired of being a pin cushion for the Army. Since I’ve arrived I’ve had a long list of shots for cholera, typhoid, tetanus, small pox, yellow fever, and more. Wouldn’t it be great if they developed a shot that makes you immune to bullets and hard work?
I have to run the reaction course tomorrow. It’s an obstacle course designed to encourage creative thinking and team participation. In addition it allows individual soldiers to test their leadership skills. Soldiers have to retrieve a toolbox and at the same time avoid simulated land mines to get to the other side. It’s designed to make soldiers think on their feet.
We finally received our winter wool coats. Mine is a little big on me so I could use a belt. Unfortunately, the Army didn’t supply us with belts and they say the PX is sold out. I was wondering, if you weren’t too busy, the next time you go to town could you get me a belt? I hate to ask you because I know you have a lot on your plate, but there aren’t many opportunities out here for a shopping trip. If you can find some good leather belts, could you please buy several. I’m not the only one here that can’t get one. I just want to make sure that anyone who gets shipped out to go overseas has one. They should get first priority.
It’s too bad about Hahatonka Castle. Yes, I’m sorry we didn’t go. I so wanted to surprise you by making a reservation and staying there over a nice long weekend, but our funds never allowed for it and now it’s too late. Maybe we’ll have a grander time having a picnic among the ruins. We’ll hear the water hitting the base of the cliffs better if we’re sitting outside in front of the castle. After all they do call Hahatonka, “The Land of Laughing Water.” Honestly darling, anytime I’m with you it’s always romantic. It doesn’t matter where we are. I promise there will always be plenty to do together once this is behind us.
I don’t know if you noticed. We now have to put our serial numbers on all of our letters. Don’t know why. We just do what we’re told around here.
I sure do miss you darling. Don’t know what I’d do if I didn’t have you to lean on. You are my rock. You keep me in my place and I’m happy to be there. You never have to worry about me having a wandering eye. You are too beautiful for words. Thank you for trusting me. I feel bad for some women who will never know real trust in their husbands. I will always love you…Warren.
November 1942 Violet
My trustworthy husband,
Your sweet letter came to me today. It was much needed. I was feeling rather blue thinking of you. I’m grateful that we had eleven uninterrupted years together before we were separated. Memories of our life together helps me get through the long cold days and nights of winter.
We received four inches of snow last night. Mother tried shoveling, but I think it was too much for her. From now on I’ll do the path. She’s so good to have tried to help me though. I’m glad I came to live with her during this time. I would be so lonely out on the farm.
Enclosed you will find ten leather belts. I hope they are the right size. The sales girl looked at me like I was crazy for buying so many. I tried to explain, but I don’t think she believed me.
Please never fret about asking me for something. I am only too happy to help you out. I enjoy doing little things for you. No favor you could ask of me would be too big. Remember, we are in this war together.
Good news! Captain Eddie Rickenbacker was rescued with all but one of his crew. They had been drifting at sea for over three weeks on a raft. The Navy found them off the coast of Nukufetau near Samoa. The men were dehydrated and starving, but reports say they’ll be alright.
Mrs. Rickenbacker never gave up on her husband. She had just gone to Washington to speak with Secretary Stimson and General Arnold to make certain that everyone was doing everything they could. She said her biggest concern was Eddie’s shoes. Apparently one of the shoes has a metal brace built into it. He’s had to wear it since his bad accident in ‘41. She was afraid the shoe would get wet and that he would have a difficult time climbing any rocky terrain. Turns out she didn’t have to worry about his shoe. She said, “He didn’t do much walking on that raft.” She never lost hope for her husband just like I would never lose hope if you were missing.
Mother and I will be having turkey for Thanksgiving dinner. We got the smallest turkey we could find but it still seems too big. Us girls have to watch our waist lines after all. Anyway, it won’t be a good Thanksgiving without you. I will set your place at the table and we will toast to you and Charles’ safe return.
I hate to think of Christmas without you. I must admit though, it’s comforting knowing that I have mother. There are thousands of wives who are without their husbands this Thanksgiving. And all of us are praying this war will end soon. Yet, I know wishful thinking won’t win the war. I do know that determination will. And I know our men are determined to come home to us.
I don’t want to end this letter, but I have nothing further to write. I listen to the same programs on the radio, I hear the same music we used to dance to, I hear all of the updates on the war front, and I dream of better times. Every night I remember what it was like gazing into your beautiful blue eyes and getting lost. Then, I close mine and go to sleep. I love you my dear Warren…your Violet.
November 1942 Warren
My sweet Violet,
I received the belts you sent. All have been given away. Thank you so very much. I’ll stay warmer this winter having a belt wrapped around me. I’ll imagine the belt is your warm, loving arms.
Yes, it was very fortunate that the Navy found Eddie Rickenbacker. The ocean is a big place to get lost in. Frankly, they might never have been rescued if Adelaide hadn’t been so persistent. Eddie has a very devoted wife, just as I know I have.
I finished the reaction course a few days ago. It was set up like a Nazi village with woods. It was full of all kinds of booby traps and surprises. The woods had dummies that dropped out of trees on me. Men sprang up and out of brush piles and grass. Then, they start throwing things at you. In the village all kinds of things happened. It’s to test your reaction to surprise. It was surprisingly fun.
After the obstacle course we did some firing on an anti-aircraft range about three and a half miles out. We sure go through a lot of ammo here. I figure before this war is over we’ll be knee deep in empty shells.
Well, my basic training is finally over, but Lieutenant Parker says he wants to keep my skills honed. I’ll be continuing combat training for six months while also baking. I guess that means they’re still thinking of shipping me out. Better stay on my toes. Actually I’d rather stay here and help train a combat division, but I do what Uncle Sam wants of me.
I just read an article in our camp Longhorn newspaper written by a trainee here who used to be a lieutenant in Hitler’s Army before we got into the war. He escaped and came to this country. He looks for Germany to be out of the war around the first of the year. I hope to get out shortly after that. I’ll be 43.
I’m staying up late tonight making pumpkin pies for Thanksgiving. The boys will have a fine Thanksgiving dinner. The weather has gotten colder here so the kitchen feels nice and warm. Smells good too. Beats going back to my cold bunk.
Well, I better get back at it. I don’t really want to end this wonderful conversation with you, but I have to make 40 dozen dinner rolls now. All is quiet here except for a couple of guards that came in for coffee. Thanksgiving is a time to give thanks. Every day that I am married to you I give thanks that I met you. I give thanks that out of all the people in the world, I found you. I love you darling…your loving Warren.
December 1942 Violet
My wonderful Warren,
I hope that man who used to be in Hitler’s Army was right and that you will all come home soon. Maybe next year will bring good news. Wouldn’t it be wonderful if our prayers were answered?
Yesterday I read about a tragic story in the newspaper. Five brothers from Waterloo, Iowa, were on a ship together in the Pacific. Their last name was Sullivan. They enlisted with the promise that they would be allowed to serve together. Their ship, the USS Juneau, was torpedoed while participating in the naval battle at Guadalcanal. A patrolling U.S. B-17 bomber was notified of the sinking and they were to tell Allied headquarters to launch a search for Juneau survivors. Apparently, the message got mixed up with other paperwork. It was several days before the staff at headquarters realized a search had not been conducted. After several days the survivors were rescued. Only 10 survivors were found. All of the Sullivan brothers had perished.
They say President Roosevelt sent the mother and father a letter of condolence, but honestly, a letter is a poor substitute for your children’s lives. How tragic for their parents. I can’t even conceive of it. Out of 6 children they only have one left…a daughter.
(Unknown at the time of the torpedo hit, approximately 100 of Juneau’s crew had survived and entered the water. For days the survivors faced rough weather, thirst, hunger, and deadly shark attacks. After eight days there were only 10 survivors left to rescue. History has said that three of the Sullivan boys died immediately, the fourth was said to have drowned the next day, and the fifth lived for 4 or 5 days after entering the water.)
As if yesterday’s cover story wasn’t bad enough, today’s seems worse. For the first time in nearly two years, the war news was on the second page. There’s been a big fire in Boston. It’s been all over the newspapers and radio. A fire has destroyed the Cocoanut Grove Nightclub. Almost 500 people died and they say hundreds more were injured. What a catastrophe. They say the club had over a thousand people inside. That’s nearly twice the normal capacity.
Firefighters are not really sure as to what started it. They say it could have been a match or a cigarette. They have even said it might have had something to do with a light bulb.
Not only was the club over capacity, but the side doors were welded shut to prevent people from sneaking in without paying. The only way out was through a revolving door at the main entrance. With all the panic the revolving doors were blocked almost immediately. Many of our soldiers were celebrating there. To think that they were there to escape from the stress of battle, only to die in a fire back home…it’s such a travesty. Seems like we even have bad news here in the states. Rumors say the owner has ties to the mob.
With Christmas fast approaching it is such a lonely time of year. It’s hard enough to hear all the bad news that comes out of the war, but then to hear about your loved ones perishing in a fire that could have been prevented…it’s all so horrible. No place seems safe anymore. Do you ever think we’ll return to normal? It’s hard trying to stay positive. At times like this I wish you could be with me. I miss you my husband…Your Violet.
December 1942 Warren
Dearest Violet,
We were taking a mail-call break in between maneuvers when I received your letter. We’ve been out in the field for a couple of days and hadn’t really heard the details of the fire. I shared the news with the other guys here. Some are from Boston so it hit them quite hard. Most knew of the Cocoanut Grove Club and have been there. They say it’s always packed with servicemen and their girlfriends or wives. As you can imagine, they’re in shock and are praying they didn’t know anyone who perished in the fire.
There was talk about the five Sullivan brothers before we left camp. Officially the military has a policy of separating siblings. Unfortunately for the Sullivan’s that policy had not been strictly enforced. It’s wartime, and rules have become lax just to get the job done. If the rules had been followed then it would have saved a mother and father a lot of grief. I imagine after this the policy will be enforced.
Sorry to make this such a short note. I must go now, time to serve these boys their lunch. Just wanted to send you a quick response. I want to make sure I get this to the mail truck before he leaves the area. I miss you too darling wife…your Warren.
December 1942 Violet
My Warren,
Oh darling, it’s hard to believe that one year ago today our lives were so transformed. Pearl Harbor changed everything for us and for our country. From what I have heard we probably would have entered this war anyway. But the tragedy of Pearl Harbor expedited our decision. I’ll never forget hearing the news over the radio. I was so devastated. This will be the second blue Christmas and the first without you by my side.
The streets downtown are so dark this year. There are no Christmas lights. We’ve been told not to put them out. I guess it’s to conserve energy. Mother and I decided not to have a tree this year. After all, it’s not really Christmas without you and Charles here.
I received the allotment check from Uncle Sam. I was able to pay off some bills. I’m hoping that next year we will be all caught up. Once we are I can then spend the extra money to come see you. So, if you don’t mind, we won’t exchange presents this year. I don’t feel much like opening up something from you without you sharing the joy with me. I hope you’re not disappointed by my request, but I would rather save up to come and see you.
Today at work Gert told me her pen pal airman was coming to see her. I guess he returned home safe and sound. She’s so anxious. I hope for Gert’s sake that things get serious for them over the holidays. A letter from him really brightens her spirits.
Yesterday, the national news was good. The radio said that the Germans tried to capture the French port city of Toulon. They wanted the French ships so they could use them against us, but the French destroyed most of their own fleet. The Germans mostly captured badly damaged ships. It’s good to see other countries fighting against Nazi Germany.
I’m sending you an article about the W.A.C.S. I found it to be very interesting. It says that the Women’s Army Corp. allows women to provide a variety of support roles so that men can be relieved for more physical roles such as fighting. Most are secretaries, however, this article shows W.A.C.S. doing much more. They are truck drivers, radio operators, even airplane mechanics. It interviews a woman who’s with the Signal Corp. She breaks war news so that the home front can receive up to date news within hours of any incident occurring. Some of her accounts are remarkable.
They say FDR signed a bill at the end of July, creating WAVES. The Women’s Navy Auxiliary Agency. If they are anything like the W.A.C.S. then our fighting men are in good hands. I’m proud that women are stepping up. This proves women can do much more than clean dishes.
It’s time to take my bath and go to bed. The nice thing about a bath is that I find if I soak long enough it warms me so much that when I get into the cold sheets on the bed it actually feels soothing. Yes darling, the bathtub has become your substitute for warming me in bed, but don’t worry baths are a poor substitute for a husband. I love you sweetheart. My cold nose misses your snuggling…your Violet.
December 1942 Warren
My dearest wife,
I’m glad you received Uncle Sam’s check. I agree that we should pay off bills instead of buying Christmas gifts this year. With all this training I haven’t had a chance to go to town and shop anyway. My greatest gift will be seeing your lovely face some day. Hopefully, if we can save enough money, that can become a reality next year.
It must be hard walking down the streets of town and seeing no Christmas lights. In the past, the town has always been so vibrant with the Christmas spirit. This year there are so many of our friends and neighbors who are invested in this war. It would be great if we could all come out of this unscathed. But, I’m afraid some will endure hardships that are beyond our control. I only hope that all countries will ban together to fight against an enemy who would take away our way of life…our freedom. It’s our best chance for success.
Thank you for the article you sent about the W.A.C.S. The one thing I didn’t know was that W.A.C.S. come in as privates but have to be a high school graduate while men are only required to be able to read. Many W.A.C.S. have a graduate degree. Seems unfair that men don’t have to have near the qualifications that women do. As you say, it is a man’s world, but frankly I don’t know what we would do without you women. The article gave the W.A.C.S. the credit they richly deserve.
Got a package from mom and dad today. They sent candy, nuts, shoe polish and cigarettes. I’ll share mom and dad’s care package with the rest of the guys who are less fortunate than I am.
Baking keeps me pretty busy. Today I baked spice cakes and butterscotch pies. The boys all claim they notice a change in the quality of the food. I hope my hard work isn’t for naught. These boys deserve the best.
Doesn’t seem like Christmas time around here. We haven’t even had snow yet. Like you, it’s hard to get into the mood when you can’t be near family. Every day is just another day in the Army.
We’re doing an end of the year inventory of sorts and I found out an interesting fact. According to statistics we use an estimated 7,200,000 eggs a year here at Camp Wolters. I guess we’re not the only ones busy around here. We’re keeping chickens across America hopping too, or should I say laying.
Tomorrow we go to the range and shoot .50 caliber machine guns. It’s hard to decide which role I have. Am I a soldier or a baker? I suppose I’m just an American doing whatever his country wants him to do.
Writing letters to you always comforts me. Most of the time around here I’m too busy to get lonely, but Christmas time seems to add to the loneliness. This year I will remember all of the great Christmas’ we’ve had together. I miss you. You are forever loved my darling. Remember that my heart is always yours. Your loving servant…Warren.
December 1942 Violet
My dear Warren,
We have had several carolers come by the house. Mother and I had hot cocoa and tea on hand and had baked cookies just in case they showed up. I must say it did brighten our spirits. For a moment, it felt like past Christmas’.
I’ve decided not to let the doldrums get the best of me. Today after work I went outside and made a snowman. We might not be able to have Christmas lights, but we can still be cheery. After all, it is Jesus’ birthday. We must stop feeling sorry for ourselves.
I had fun building the snowman. I used a carrot for the nose, two small branches for arms, and black stones for the eyes and mouth. Then I placed an old moth-eaten scarf around its neck and used one of my old straw hats for the top of its head. I’m sure some people thought I was crazy, but many of the cars that passed by the house honked in approval. I believe everyone is desperate for some happiness, especially during the holiday season.
When I read in your last letter how many eggs you use in camp it was hard to imagine. That is a lot of scrambled eggs. Even American chickens are giving their all for the war effort.
I read in the newspaper that it is official. British Foreign Secretary Eden has told the House of Commons that the Germans are following Hitler’s orders to exterminate the Jewish people in Europe. He stated that Jews were either being worked to death in labor camps or they were being slaughtered in mass executions. Hitler is committing genocide and the German people are not stopping him.
This Christmas instead of praying for ourselves I think we need to pray for the Jewish people. It’s bad enough that Hitler wants to create his own race of people, but he’s killing innocent children. How can the German people turn their back on such carnage? Are they not a religious people? It’s all so difficult to comprehend.
Since I am not sending you a present this Christmas, I decided to send you a color picture of the two of us. Remember when this was taken? It was taken at Bob and Peggy’s wedding. Those were some good days weren’t they? They were so happy and so were we. We laughed all of the time. I want to laugh again. My love grows stronger for you with each passing day. I’m going to close my eyes now and dream of those wonderful times we’ve had together. Maybe when I open them up again this nightmare will be over. Always your love…Violet.
December 1942 Warren
Dearest Violet,
As I sit here in my room I hear the camp speakers playing Christmas music. I envision you sitting in front of the heat register spending a lonely Christmas Eve reading a book. I can almost hear the neighborhood kids singing Christmas carols. I know I sound sentimental, but dreams are what gets me through this time apart.
I just received the second best gift you could have given me for Christmas. The first, is seeing you in person, which I know isn’t possible. But the second is seeing the colored picture you sent of us standing arm in arm after Bob and Peggy’s wedding. It’s so valuable to me. We are together and we look so happy…so complete.
I’ve been in charge of a guard outpost detail two nights now. Major Teagle says I’m a good field soldier as well as a good baker. That is all very fine, but all I want is to be a good husband.
The weather has gotten downright cold here at night. Sure feels better in the kitchen. After all the hot weather it’s nice to have it cool off. I rather prefer colder weather. My wool coat fits good now that I have a belt. It keeps me cozy just like your love darling.
There are a couple of boys in camp from California. They’ve made a makeshift golf course. They call it the “Byron Nelson.” I guess he won ‘The Masters’ this year. Whatever that is. They say the Army wouldn’t take Byron Nelson because he has some sort of blood disorder that causes his blood to clot slower than normal.
Golf sounds a lot like lawn croquet. I don’t know much about the game. Frankly, I don’t think they do either. They said they have seen it played a couple of times back home. Doesn’t sound real exciting, but it does sound pretty challenging compared to fishing. The way they describe it, golfers hit a ball the size of an egg with a stick and aim it at a tiny hole in the ground hundreds of yards away. I keep thinking, how can they find the hole if they can’t see it? I think I’ll stay a fisherman. It doesn’t take much to swing and hit your target. Besides, a fishing hole is much bigger than a golf hole.
I’m gazing at the colored picture you sent me. You are so beautiful. The only thing I can give my lovely wife for Christmas is my undying love and devotion. Know that it is a gift that is non-returnable. It is a gift that is unconditional. It is a gift that is everlasting.
Well sweetheart, I better get back to work so I’ll seal my love up in this letter for you and wish you and your mother as merry a Christmas as you can have. I love you darling…your Warren.
December 1942 Violet
My dearest husband,
I read your last letter and you described me perfectly. After dinner, on these cold winter nights, I usually read by my small bedroom lamp while sitting next to the register. It keeps me warm. I always have the radio on in the background to fill that void of silence. It is the only enjoyment I get out of my day. If I listen to the news or read the newspaper it talks of war and the impact it has had on people’s lives. With a good book I can escape to a different time. A happier time. I yearn for those happier times.
The weather and our finances are so gloomy. If only our bills were paid up, I would feel better about being without you during this time. When I’m very busy I notice I don’t get so down, so on my more sedentary days I’m going to volunteer. I’ll start at church first.
I think it’s great that the guys there are doing things for amusement. I’ve never heard of the game of golf. I’m not even a good croquet player so I don’t think I would like golf. I can’t imagine the game becoming popular. It sounds too hard.
I got a new “A” gas ration book last Friday. Don’t know what I’ll do with it. I don’t drive the Dodge anymore, except to just take it around the block. It’s easier taking the bus to work. I know you would like me to drive it more, but I’m afraid the car will break down and I don’t want to be stranded. Especially with it so cold out.
Tonight I toast to better days. May 1943 bring an end to the war and bring my man home to me once more. I thought long and hard about a New Year’s resolution. This next year I’m going to try to be more positive. I’m going to look to the future. I’m going to imagine a wonderful, happy, relaxing life with you.
Well, I’m looking up at the clock. The year is almost over. Many have lost loved ones this year. Even Hollywood has seen the deaths of entertainers like John Barrymore, George M. Cohan, and Carole Lombard. I hope and pray for a brighter and victorious 1943.
I’m sitting by the radio listening to Guy Lombardo and his orchestra playing Auld Lang Syne at the Waldorf Astoria. Sure wish I could ring in the New Year with you. I would do anything to feel your lips pressed against mine. Pillows are just no substitute. I’m closing my eyes and sending you my long distance midnight kiss. I love you with all of my heart darling, your devoted, infatuated wife…Violet.
January 1943 Warren
My dear Violet,
Well, it’s a new year. Glad to see the old one go. Who would have guessed that this time last year I’d be here. Seems like I’ve been gone forever now and everything from the past is like some beautiful dream. Sure wish I could see you sweetheart. I love you with all my heart and soul and always will.
Darling, if you don’t feel comfortable driving the Dodge, then don’t. I want you to feel safe. The Dodge can be unreliable at times and I wouldn’t want you broken down by the side of the road somewhere.
On New Year’s Eve I ironed some of my uniforms. Strange, I used to hate ironing my uniforms, now I look forward to the solitude of it. Later, I went with some of the other guys to the rec hall and shot a couple games of pool. Then we headed for the Beer Garden. It’s basically just a bar for servicemen. You know I’m not a big drinker, but I had one bottle of beer to ring in the New Year. Believe me, all of us guys would have rather been holding our girls in our arms dancing and smooching. But we have a war to win and that’s why we’re here. I just want to win and get it over with.
Violet, you are doing such a fine job of keeping up with our finances. Once we’re caught up I want to see you down here. I can’t wait to show you around. I brag about you all of the time. I just feel I have the cutest, sweetest, and most understanding wife in the whole Army. Every man should be so lucky.
Today, I was baking eight sheets of apple crumb cake when suddenly I heard this piercing scream. One of the cooks got his hand caught in the mixer. Practically tore off his arm. He ended up losing a couple of fingers. It was a bloody mess. Poor kid nearly bled to death before we could get him some help. Never a dull moment around here. Honestly, I want the boredom of mowing the lawn or trimming the hedges. I promise I’ll never complain about doing simple chores again.
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