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Preface

 


Duty, honor, country: Those
three hallowed words reverently dictate what you ought to be, what
you can be, what you will be--DOUGLAS
MACARTHUR

 


When my father
was a boy, he often imagined himself dressed in a
gray cadet uniform, marching in cadence on a vast parade ground.
Because he was an excellent student, especially in arithmetic,
Howard Louis Peckham could easily picture himself attending
mathematics classes taught by a knowledgeable
instructor.

 


Dad was born on May 29,
1897, in Norwich, a beautiful harbor city located in the
southeastern part of Connecticut, adjacent to the confluence of the
Yantic, Thames, and Shetucket Rivers. It was an ideal fishing area,
a fact that Howard and his younger brother, Oliver, took advantage
of as much as possible. After an afternoon of successful fishing,
they would eagerly bring their catch home, where their mother, the
former Frances Lila Beckwith, would clean it and prepare it for
dinner. Frances was an outstanding cook. She knew just the right
amount of parsley, salt, pepper, and other spices to sprinkle on
top of the fish before popping it into the oven.

 


He also seemed to enjoy
doing chores for his dad, Frank Everett Peckham, who ran a
flourishing truck farming business. My father would fill to the
brim large straw baskets of tomatoes, corn, lettuce, celery, and
other vegetables—as well as flowers such as colorful zinnias and
large marigolds—that he had helped to plant and pick. Frank would
then sell this delectable produce to local markets.

 


My father wasn’t
interested in truck farming as a profession for himself, however.
He also didn’t want to spend all his life in one place. Instead, he
felt attracted to the more adventurous and less-settled life of an
army man.

 


After his graduation from
the Norwich Free Academy, he received an appointment to the United
States Military Academy at West Point, thus fulfilling his dream of
an army career. That career would take him all over the world, but
his binding loyalty and love for the ideals of his alma mater, from
which he received a bachelor’s degree in November 1918, continued.
(It was at West Point, decades later, that General Douglas
MacArthur spoke the words that appear at the beginning of this
Preface.)

 


Upon his army retirement
forty years later, he eagerly volunteered for alumni tasks. He
served as president of his class for three years and was also a
member of the prestigious Board of Trustees. Whenever he spoke at
meetings of the Board, my father’s appearance commanded attention.
His height was five feet ten inches, but he gave the impression of
being much taller, largely because of the military bearing he had
acquired at the Academy. His straight posture, sturdy frame, broad
shoulders, penetratingly blue eyes, and sharp features made him
look like a prototype for a professional soldier.

 


He never tired of driving
through the winding, bucolic hills that surround West Point to
attend a school reunion or an informal gathering of alumni at a
football game, even when he chose to travel to the state of New
York from as far away as Washington, DC.

 


I didn’t join him on those
trips, but I do recall the many other times when I was his
passenger. “I enjoy driving a car,” he would say, although it
didn’t always appear that way to other people. I can still see the
way he would grasp the steering wheel tightly with both hands, his
back straight and unbent as he stared intensely at the road ahead.
He certainly didn’t look casual while driving.

 


Because my father
dutifully answered his country’s call, my parents moved often
during his army career. This pattern continued after he retired in
1956, I suppose because moving from place to place had become such
a familiar way of life for them. Finally they settled down in
Washington, DC, the historic city on the Potomac that my mother,
the former Marion MacFarlane Shaw, considered to be her real
home.

 


Both of my parents loved
people and had many friends everywhere they lived, usually army
families whom they had met somewhere else. Socializing with old and
dear friends was especially evident in Washington, DC, their last
home. They had many good times there.

 


Sadly, the good times
ended in 1963 when my mother, who had been in failing health for
several months, died of a cerebral hemorrhage. Nine years later,
after four months of grueling treatment at Washington’s famed
Walter Reed Army Hospital, my father succumbed to the effects of
leukemia and joined my mother at Arlington National
Cemetery.

 


I will never forget the
summer day a few years after my mother’s death when my father and I
visited her gravesite. While we were walking down one of the many
pathways, he pointed out the names of a few of his friends, whose
names were neatly carved in the granite stones. These men were
members of his generation and, like him, had served in the army
during World War II.

 


A few were West Point
classmates of his, joined by wives who either predeceased them or
died after they did. Those men had always seen him as a leader.
When they were cadets, Howard Peckham was selected as first captain
of his class, the highest rank in the cadet chain of command. The
title gave him the privilege of speaking to the administration on
their behalf and directing their training.

 


There was a matter-of-fact
tone in my father’s voice as he spoke their names—nothing forlorn.
He was well aware of his own mortality and knew that one day, maybe
not too far in the future, he would be laid to rest on those same
hallowed grounds. Although Dad was a realist in regard to his
inevitable demise, he was also optimistic. Ever since his boyhood
years, he maintained a strong religious faith and a belief in an
afterlife. He was convinced that he would one day see his deceased
family members and good friends again.

 


In the chapters that
follow, I describe my father’s life and work, with an emphasis on
his Quartermaster Corps service during and after World War II. I
have always felt that the difficult and often heart-wrenching
efforts of the U.S. Army’s Quartermaster Corps haven’t been
publicized enough.

 


The book also briefly
describes the careers of several other members of his band of
compatriots, those senior officers who were his friends and who
performed admirable service to their country. A few of those men
are not well known to the general public. With this book, readers
will get to know them. At the same time, they will learn new facts
about the better-known members of that group, such as George S.
Patton Jr. and Omar N. Bradley.

 


Dad and his army
compatriots would see each other at different places over the years
and during changing circumstances. They would meet during
catastrophic wartimes that shook America like ponderous
earthquakes—World War II, Korea, and Vietnam. During those dark
days, my father and his army friends resembled ships that pass each
other in the bleak nighttime of world conflict. All of those wars
affected them in one way or another, especially those men who came
through World War II unscathed but who lost sons in the fighting in
Korea or Vietnam.

 


When the storm clouds of
war finally drifted away, and tranquility again temporarily hovered
over our land, the men resembled travelers who greet each other
during the bright daylight of peace. Those are the days they
especially treasured.

 


 


Author’s Dedication:
Ever since the end of the Vietnam War, which is
the last major conflict discussed in A
Salute to Patriotism, the drumbeat of
United States Army history has continued to move steadily forward,
and other soldiers have answered the call to duty and country in
faraway, dangerous lands.In 2008, as I complete my writing of this
book, American young people are stationed in Iraq and Afghanistan,
helping to keep us free. A Salute to
Patriotism is dedicated to
them.

 


 



Chapter 1:
The Peckhams and the Cornings

Liberty, when it begins to
take root, is a plant of rapid growth.—GEORGE WASHINGTON

 


Frank Everett
Peckham owned some of the largest flower
and vegetable gardens in Norwich, a lovely city located on a harbor
in southeastern Connecticut. His children—my dad Howard, born in
1897; Oliver, born in 1899; Mildred, born in 1905; and Mary, born
in 1910, often worked in the greenhouses on their property. Aunt
Mary wrote me about their tasks years later:

 


We had four greenhouses on
our land. One was used for storage of needed supplies. Another was
used for growing lettuce (curly, Boston). In another one, wire was
strung up for cucumber vines to grow on. The third had dirt-filled
flats, into which we children dug small holes. One of our jobs was
to set out tiny plants in the holes.

 


The children also helped
to sell produce at a roadside stand near the property’s entrance,
where a large painted sign described the unique quality of their
wares: “VEGETABLES WITH CHARACTER.” Frank drove most of the produce
by truck to local markets. On the preceding evenings, the whole
family would assemble at their workstations to tie the carrots and
beets together in bunches. Then they would hose down all the
vegetables, including the lettuce and cucumbers, and stack them
carefully in Granddad’s truck. As a result of these diligent
preparations, the vegetables were set to go to market before the
truck left early the next morning.

 


Whenever Frank’s business
was especially good, the family celebrated by going on short trips
in and around New England. In the summertime, their favorite
destination was Ocean Beach in New London, Connecticut, on Long
Island Sound. “We packed our bathing suits and caps in a bag, and
lunch was put up in a shoebox,” Aunt Mary wrote in her letter to me
about their preparations for the trip. “Then we rode from Norwich
to New London on the open trolley car. What a refreshing ride it
was on a hot summer day!” After their happy day by the sea, they
boarded the open trolley again for the long ride home.

 


Another trip they made was
particularly exciting for my dad, who was a good arithmetic student
at his school, Norwich Free Academy. Aunt Mary described the trip
in a letter to me:

 


When your dad was a little boy, my
parents took him and his brother on a cruise up the Hudson River.
When they passed by the United States Military Academy at West
Point, your dad said, “Papa, that’s where I want to go to school
some day.”

 


As much as he enjoyed
visiting other states, such as New York and New Hampshire, my
father’s roots in Connecticut were as deep as the Atlantic Ocean.
His paternal grandmother, the former Ann Matilda Corning, was born
in Preston, Connecticut. Preston was also the birthplace of his
dad, Frank Everett Peckham. According to family records, our
Cornings have traced their roots to Saundby Parish,
Nottinghamshire, England, to the late fifteenth century.

 


The first Corning to
settle in America was Ensign Samuel (sometimes spelled Samuell)
Corning, who was born in 1616 in Norfolk, England. After arriving
in Massachusetts, he first lived in Salem but didn’t stay there
long. He and his wife Elizabeth chose to settle down in the smaller
town of Beverly, approximately four miles north of Salem, because
of its better opportunities.

 


It turned out to be an
auspicious move. In 1641, Samuel became a freeman, a title that
conferred franchise and other privileges in the community. He also
established himself as a trusted citizen of Beverly by serving as a
selectman, a responsible job given to a town officer who, because
of his capabilities, had been chosen to manage certain public
affairs.

 


Samuel was a Puritan in
his religious beliefs. This was not a problem in Massachusetts, as
it had been in England. There, as he learned through his own
disheartening experience, the domineering Church of England
harassed Puritans because of their belief that people should use
the Bible as a guide in social, financial, and even—much to the
horror of British authorities—political issues. Puritans believed
that when the Bible reigns as supreme authority in the foregoing
matters, religion stays simple, pure, and unscathed.

 


Undoubtedly his tenacious
hold on Puritan beliefs was the precipitating factor that brought
Samuel to the New World, where he was sure to find religious
freedom. And find freedom he did. Historical records indicate that
he was one of the founders of First Church in Beverly, where he and
his family enjoyed worshiping freely and in peace. As evidence that
he was a hard worker, another trait of the Puritans, he himself
built the church’s meeting house. Because he wanted to keep his
mind on God, Samuel had no use for ornate rituals or vestments,
thus ensuring that the meeting house’s interior was kept
spartan.

 


He carried his religious
beliefs into his home by living a simple lifestyle, although it is
known that he had some real estate holdings within the community.
It is also known that he was fairly well off financially in his
later years (which he interpreted as a blessing from
God).

 


Samuel’s great-grandson Nehemiah,
born in 1717, was the first of my family’s Cornings to settle in
Connecticut. He was married twice, first to Mary Pride and then to
Freelove Bliss, the mother of Uriah Corning. It’s unknown whether
Uriah, born in 1758, followed a traditional Puritan lifestyle of
hard work, but it is certain that he heeded the call to arms after
Congress voted to accept the Declaration of Independence in
1776.

 


Uriah’s ancestors had found
religious freedom but he, like other Colonists, yearned for
political and economic freedom. He sensed that the appropriate time
for breaking the chains of domination by the British Empire—and the
time for liberty—was looming on the horizon like a huge bonfire.
And when the time came to fight the Redcoats, Uriah eagerly
participated.

 


Benjamin Corning, Uriah’s uncle,
faced unexpected tragedy too soon for him to live in a free America
or even to participate in the war for very long. According to
records of the Daughters of the American Revolution (DAR), after he
joined the Continental Army the British captured him and placed him
with thousands of other captured Continental soldiers on one of the
British prison ships. His ship, the HMS
Jersey, was moored in New York Harbor, and
its crowded, unsanitary conditions were notoriously horrible.
Because they had little food and no medical provisions, many of
these unfortunate prisoners of war died on the ship. That’s what
happened to Private Benjamin Corning, who died in 1783, the year in
which the British surrendered at Yorktown. The Jersey was abandoned not long
thereafter.

 


Uriah had much better luck than
Benjamin in fighting the Redcoats and surviving the war. He served
the Colonies in several capacities, according to data obtained from
the Veterans Administration (Certificate 3543 issued December 26,
1832). His first assignment was as a private in Colonel Samuel
Sheldon’s regiment, in which he served in the Battle of Long
Island—the first major conflict of the Revolution—and the Battle of
York Island.

 


Following these conflicts, he
became a mariner for five months on board the Confederacy, a
Continental frigate whose main job was to protect convoys. It was
under the command of Captain Seth Harding. The primary task of
personnel on board was to discreetly raid British merchant ships.
It was dangerous work, but Uriah came through unscathed. After
receiving his honorable discharge, signed by General Washington
himself, he returned to Preston. Here he and his wife, the former
Elizabeth Willett, raised their family. Along with other former
Colonists, they cheered heartily in 1789 when George Washington was
sworn in as America’s first President.

 


In 1868, a descendant of the first
Corning in America became entwined in the Peckham family tree. In
that year, Ann Matilda Corning, granddaughter of Uriah and
Elizabeth, married James Riley Peckham of Norwich, Connecticut. As
a result, two clans with deep roots in New England were forever
united. Ann Matilda became the mother of my grandfather, Frank E.
Peckham, and thus my father’s grandmother.

 


Like the Cornings, Granddad’s
ancestors from the Peckham side of his family also served in the
War of Independence. DAR records show that John Peckham of Rhode
Island served with Colonel Archibald Crary’s regiment in 1776, but
he was not permitted to see action in battle because of his
advanced age. His wife was the former Deborah Sweet. Their son,
William Sweet Peckham was married to the former Hannah Clark. In
1777, William Sweet Peckham, a sergeant, took part in a daring
raid. “Barton’s Raid,” as it was called, became an esteemed episode
in the history of the state of Rhode Island. DAR records note
William’s participation:

 


William Sweet Peckham served six
years during the American Revolution and was one of the members of
the raid [which was composed of approximately 40 men] which crossed
Narragansett Bay with [Lieutenant Colonel William] Barton and
captured [British General Richard] Prescott.

 


Documents on file with the
Rhode Island Historical Society describe the raid in more
detail:

 


On a moonless night in July, the
forty or so Continentals boarded five whale boats and silently
rowed from Warwick Neck to Aquidneck Island, their destination.
After coming ashore, they quietly crept inward to the home in which
General Prescott was known to be staying. Upon reaching the house,
they overpowered the general’s sentries, then broke down the door
into the general’s bedroom and took the astonished man captive.
When the politicians who made up the Continental Congress heard
about this feat, they were duly impressed. They expressed
appreciation to Barton and his men and then presented the colonel
with an elaborate engraved sword.

 


Granddad Peckham was immensely
proud of the valiant Revolutionary War soldiers on both sides of
his family. He expressed his own patriotism by enlisting in the
Connecticut National Guard, with which he served during World War
I. He never failed to display the American flag in front of his
home on patriotic holidays.

 


In addition to their patriotism,
the Peckhams, like the Cornings, were noted for their firm
religious convictions. Granddad believed that the thirteenth
century Archbishop of Canterbury, John Peckham, was an ancestor of
ours, although he never could obtain the documentation to prove
it.

 


Nevertheless, the Archbishop
appears to have had a keen interest in his name’s history.
According to Stephen Farnum Peckham, author of Quotes from the Peckham Family Genealogy, the Archbishop had insight into the origin of the family
name, as shown in the following words that appear in this famous
clergyman’s writings:

 


In a dim and unremembered past—and
from which no record remains—an Anglo-Saxon reared his dwelling on
the crest of a hill on the North Downs, in southwest Kent, and
called it ‘Peac House,’ for which the English equivalent is ‘Peak
House,’ or ‘House on the Peak.’

 


The Archbishop lived in
the thirteenth century, long before the Reformation and the
subsequent founding of the Church of England, and was a devout
Roman Catholic. He was a member of the Franciscans, a Catholic
order known for its humility and simplicity. Nevertheless, and
probably a bit ironically, after his death he was buried in a
prominent and ornate crypt at the big Canterbury Cathedral near
London, which was far from simple.

 


In addition to knowing the
name’s origin, the Archbishop undoubtedly had considerable
knowledge of noted Peckhams who preceded him, such as the following
ones interestingly described in Stephen Farnum Peckham’s
Genealogy:

 


Under the Roman kings,
Robert de Peckham [the de
came as a result of the Norman Conquest] was
Chaplain to Henry 1. Hugo de Peckham was constable of Turnbridge
Castle. His sons, Peter and John de Peckham, went on the
3rd Crusade, and came
home with Richard Coeur de Leon [Lion Hearted] from the Siege of
Acre, in 1191. It was there that the two brothers won their Coat of
Arms by their valor and bravery. The families of the two brothers
have bourne Arms since that date. Peter de Peckham is regarded to
have been the ancestor of the Denham Peckhams, while John de
Peckham is considered the ancestor of the Yaldham Peckham branch
[my family’s branch]….

 


The first of our Yaldham
Peckham ancestors to set foot on American soil, another John
Peckham, was born in the Parish of Boxgrove in England. In 1634, he
was appointed Chaplain to the Earl of Hertford. But because of
disenchantment with the Church of England, which he felt had become
too powerful and domineering, he renounced Anglicanism and sailed
for America that same year. Like so many other English seekers of
religious liberty, he lived first in Massachusetts, where he
practiced the Baptist faith. At that time, the Puritans were
persecuting Baptists in Massachusetts, so this esteemed and
well-educated clergyman had not yet found the religious freedom he
had sought by journeying to the New World.

 


His luck changed, though,
when he became the friend of a Baptist minister named John Clarke,
who had sailed from England to Massachusetts with his sister, Mary.
Upon getting to know them, John Peckham became a compatriot of
Reverend Clarke’s in the cause of religious liberty—and fell in
love with his charming sister, whom he married in 1638. That same
year, Roger Williams, founder of the first Baptist church in Rhode
Island, and a close friend of Reverend Clarke’s, invited John
Peckham and his bride to settle in Rhode Island, where, in 1644,
John became one of the founders of First Baptist Church of Newport.
Four years later, he was one of ten male members in full communion
with the church.

 


He and Mary had five
children; after she died, he married Eleanor Weaver, with whom he
had seven children. God had finally blessed John with his true
religious calling and with many offspring. It’s little wonder that
the surname “Peckham” is so common in Rhode Island.

 


Ann Matilda, Dad’s
grandmother, exemplified the good traits of both sides of her
family. She devoutly practiced the Baptist faith of her Peckham
ancestors, but she also abided by the Puritan work ethics of her
Corning ancestors. For example, as a teenager she worked as a
typesetter in Hartford for the Evening
Press, during the
struggle between the North and South when labor was scarce.
In 1865, the year of President Lincoln’s
assassination, she worked all night long to set up type for a story
of the assassination, family records proclaim. She carried this
talent for industriousness with her throughout her life. For
example, she often arose before dawn to pull weeds from her flower
garden and perform other household tasks. “Land sakes, folks would
think I was lazy if I stayed abed,” she often declared.

 


Like his mother, Granddad
was a Baptist. His wife, the former Frances Lila Beckwith, was a
member of that faith as well. Granddad’s serious romance with
Frances, however, was not his first, as was common knowledge among
his kin. His first love was a beautiful girl from the Island of
Majorca who, my father once told me, “temporarily stole his heart
away.” He had met her during one of his travels to faraway places.
When their long-distance romance faded and eventually ended, he
turned his attentions to Frances, a local girl who had probably
been waiting patiently for him a long time. A strong-faced woman
with bright, determined eyes, she seemed to be a prototype of a
stalwart Connecticut Yankee.

 


Granddad and Frances were
married in 1894, and their marriage was happy, by all accounts. No
doubt they lived in a tidy house and ate very well. Frances was
noted for her thorough housekeeping and excellent cooking. In fact,
my Aunt Mary, a resident of Newport, Rhode Island, wrote an article
in 1989 for The Newport Daily News
in which she extolled her mother’s delectable
Fourth of July dinners:

 


Mother put fresh salmon
into a cheesecloth bag for steaming. In the meantime, she made a
cream sauce, with hard-boiled cut-up eggs in it. Small new potatoes
were peeled for boiling. Peas were cooked with salt pork, which
gave them that extra good Yankee flavor. When the potatoes were
done, melted butter was poured over them and chopped parsley
sprinkled on them. When all was ready, our family sat down to eat a
delicious meal—tiny white potatoes, goodly servings of salmon
covered with the cream and egg sauce, and a soup plate filled with
fresh peas, a bit of salt pork, and some of the tasty liquid from
the cooking. How my mouth waters as I remember one of the
traditional and delicious meals prepared by my wonderful Yankee
cook—my mother.

 


A couple of Frances’s other
specialties were parsnip stew and turkey with oyster stuffing, but
she got help from Granddad when it came to preparing clams. In
regard to culinary skills he was no slouch, at least as far as
clambakes were concerned. He acquired the title of “bakemaster” and
put on clambakes annually for the United Commercial Travelers of
eastern Connecticut, as well as for family and friends. These
events often took place at Poquetanock Cove, which was near Preston
and named after the Indian tribe that at one time inhabited that
area of the state.

 


Frances was known to be a kind,
but strict, mother who made sure that her children attended church
on Sundays. My father, his brother Oliver, and his sisters Mary and
Mildred were brought up in the Central Baptist Church in Norwich,
where they always wore their Sunday-best clothes. For my dad, this
consisted of knickers, long black socks, a clean pressed shirt, a
fancy bow tie, and polished brown-leather shoes. Often after the
conclusion of church services, Frank, Frances, and their four
children would stroll down to Ann Matilda’s house.

 


They didn’t have far to go. As Ann
often said, “My house is just down the road apiece from my son’s
house, and it has shade trees aplenty in the front yard.” They all
lived on Corning Road, which was named for their Revolutionary War
ancestors. These Sunday visits were imprinted in the memories of
all the grandchildren, but they especially impressed my father’s
younger sister, Aunt Mary. She reverently recalls them in a
reminiscence she wrote:

 


A Sunday afternoon treat was a
visit to Grandma’s parlor, which was permeated with the sweet scent
of the potpourri she regularly made by crushing dried rose leaves
and placing them in jars. Family portraits hung on the walls, and a
large family Bible was on the table. With a feeling of awe, I would
walk through the room to the front entry, where I was allowed to
play the gramophone. How mysteriously melodious it sounded to my
childish ears when hymns such as “Rock of Ages” and “Nearer My God
to Thee” came forth.



Granddad’s religious
faith, nurtured in his childhood, sustained him when he faced the
loss of his son Oliver (“Ollie”), who died at the age of
twenty-nine after succumbing to a respiratory illness. My father
was also devastated by this tragic loss, since he and Ollie were
always quite close to each other. The two brothers had often fished
together at ponds between Westerly and Norwich, such as Long Pond,
Factory Hill Pond, and Lantern Hill Pond, where the perch and
pickerel were usually plentiful.

 


Only two years after Ollie
breathed his last painful breath, another tragedy struck the
family: the death of Frances, who died of what was believed to be a
broken heart. She was not as strong as she looked, at least not
emotionally. Her first child, Jamie—the brother my father never had
a chance to meet—had died in infancy, and she never completely got
over that loss. And now Ollie had been taken away. For a long time
to come, the deaths of Frances and Ollie enveloped the remaining
members of the family in a melancholic shroud.

 


Nevertheless, like the
Shetucket River, Granddad’s life eventually flowed onwards. A few
years after losing his wife, he started courting a vivacious widow,
Watie Ann Whiting. She and her husband had been longtime friends of
Granddad and Frances. After they were married, and after an
inevitable period of adjustment, Watie Ann was welcomed into the
lives of my father and his sisters the way Connecticut welcomes
spring flowers.

 


My father maintained fond
memories of Grandmother Whiting, as everyone referred to her, a
stout, good-natured lady who always made us grandchildren feel
welcome. She didn’t know as many recipes as Frances (who died when
I was two), such as the turkey with oyster stuffing for which
Frances was famous. Grandma Whiting’s specialty was freshly baked
cookies. The wonderful odor of vanilla, molasses, and ginger
surrounded us as soon as we stepped inside the front door during
our Connecticut visits, and I knew she would keep the two big
cookie jars filled as long as we children were there.

 


During those summertime
visits, my grandparents’ two-story, sprawling farmhouse in eastern
Connecticut would be surrounded by scarlet zinnias and bright
orange marigolds, among which butterflies danced like tiny
ballerinas. The family had moved from Dad’s childhood home soon
before I was born, so it wasn’t the same house in which he had
grown up. This one was set on smaller acreage than his boyhood
home, but Granddad continued to produce vegetables and flowers for
local markets. The Peckham clan got together traditionally on the
Fourth of July. No matter where we lived in the United States, my
father made it a point to get into the car and drive my mother,
brother, and me to his father’s house for the July Fourth holiday
(it also happened to be Granddad’s birthday).

 


My father enjoyed being
back in his home state, and my brother and I looked forward to
playing with our cousins: Kent and Diane Lawrence, the children of
Aunt Mary and her husband Dick, a navy dentist; and Gage and Carol
Durling, the son and daughter of Aunt Mildred and her husband Ed, a
civilian dentist whose practice was in Belmont,
Massachusetts.

 


All four cousins were
younger than Howie and I. Although his hair darkened somewhat by
the time he was a teenager, Kent’s hair in his childhood was as
golden as the corn in Granddad’s vegetable garden. A graduate of
Annapolis, he had a navy career, like his dad, except that Kent’s
career encompassed many months of submarine training in New London
and subsequent submarine duty. Gage, a cute-faced but mentally
retarded little boy, died in childhood. I have kept in touch over
the years with Diane and Carol.

 


At dawn on July Fourth,
Granddad—always an early riser—would raise the beautiful American
flag in front of his house. Before noon, large folding tables would
be set up under tall maple trees in the backyard, where we would
eat our picnic lunch. Our plates would be loaded with green salad,
baked beans, “cawn on the cob,” as Granddad would say, and
delicious molasses cookies that Grandma Whiting had baked. In the
afternoon, we children would set off a few firecrackers. And we
never failed to play with the farm menagerie, which one summer
included a huge sow and her tiny, newborn piglets.

 


I had an animal encounter
of another sort that was not fun at all, however; it was really
frightening. Mounted on a wall in Granddad’s sitting room was a
stuffed moose’s head, which he had acquired on a hunting trip. He
was proud of it, but to me its wide antlers and protruding face
were large and scary. One night I dreamed that a mooing sound came
out of its mouth. When I awoke from that portentous dream and heard
Granddad’s cow mooing impatiently in the backyard, I was greatly
relieved. Since then, I’ve been glad my father stayed with the
sport of fishing and never took up hunting!

 


Whenever darkness began to creep
over the farm, my brother, my cousins, and I would light our
sparklers and Roman candles and then send them off into the sky, as
if they were rockets headed towards Mars. Later, in the cozy
sitting room on the first floor, Granddad sometimes told us
fascinating stories about his youth, his blue eyes shining like
stars. “I enjoyed boxing as a young man,” he once told us. “In one
of my bouts, I knocked out a former champion from England.” We were
very impressed.

 


As I mentioned earlier,
Granddad Peckham also enjoyed traveling in his younger days. He
usually paid for the trips by working his way. For example, he
worked on the night boat from New London to New York City. “The
city pubs were a welcome sight when I got off the boat in the
morning,” he said. “They served beer, rye bread, pickles, and
cheese, all for five cents.” Once he worked on a freighter that
sailed to Caracas, Venezuela.

 


He had enjoyed these
travels because they enabled him to gain insight into what his
life’s work should be. He concluded that he wanted to be “out in
nature with the good earth,” as he described it, helping things
grow and then reaping the rewards of his labor. In his middle
years, he relegated most of the farm chores to hired helpers and
slowed down his outdoor activities a bit, especially the physically
taxing chore of moving a big plow through the cornfield. I watched
him do this on more than one occasion. I saw a determined-looking
man with arms as strong as steel, forcefully guiding his plow
through packed brown soil. On sunny days, he often wore a big straw
hat to shade his face.

 


Granddad stayed reasonably
well during his later years, until he reached the age of
ninety-one. By that time, he was more than ready to “meet my Lord,”
as he often said. He died four years later after his left leg
became infected and had to be amputated, causing him to go into
shock.

 


Dad and his father had
always enjoyed a close relationship, for which Dad would be forever
grateful. Often during his army career, nostalgic thoughts about
his father and Connecticut would enter Dad’s mind, like rays of sun
lending brightness to a shade-covered landscape. This was
especially true when he was a young lieutenant and was ordered to
serve in a faraway American colony—the exotic and tropical
Philippine Islands.

 


First, though, he had to
complete his education. After graduating from Norwich Free Academy,
a school with high scholastic standards (it even required
prospective students to take entrance examinations), he received an
appointment to the U.S. Military Academy at West Point. His boyhood
daydream about a career in the U.S. Army would soon become a
reality.

 


 



Chapter 2: Army
Engineers in the Great Depression

 


People grow through experience if
they meet life honestly and courageously. This is how character is
built.—ELEANOR
ROOSEVELT

 


On battlefields
throughout Europe, the
thunderous sound of artillery finally ended. Replacing it, in
addition to a ghostly silence, was the awareness that the Germany
of Kaiser Wilhelm II had been defeated. An armistice signed on the
eleventh of November 1918 assured that Germany’s defeat was
official. To many people in the United States and abroad, the “war
to end all wars,” which shook the world for four long years, had
been senseless. So many young Europeans, representing several
different countries, had lost their lives in battle. Thousands of
American soldiers had died, too, after obeying the directives of
President Woodrow Wilson and crossing the Atlantic to help save the
citizens of Europe.

 


The West Pointers who
graduated in November of 1918 celebrated the end of World War I
with clapping, cheering, and joyful celebrations. Because the war
was still raging while they were at West Point, two classes
graduated that year—first in June and again in November. My father
was one of those newly commissioned second lieutenants who
graduated in November. He had appreciated his studies (especially
mathematics) and had enjoyed the drills, parades, and other aspects
of cadet life. Unlike some of his city-bred classmates, arising at
dawn every day had been no problem for him, since he had done that
throughout his childhood on his dad’s farm.

 


My father corresponded as
much as possible with his parents, and his letters were generally
enthusiastic. While he was growing up, he had regularly attended
services with them at Central Baptist Church in Norwich, so they
approved highly when he wrote of his consistent church attendance
at West Point on Sundays and membership in the cadet choir. They
were also pleased when he wrote that he firmly believed in the West
Point code of honor: “A cadet does not lie, cheat, or steal—nor
tolerate those who do.” Along with the firmly entrenched religious
convictions he had held since boyhood, my father suspected that the
code of honor would serve as his moral guideline for the rest of
his life, as it did.

 


Although the war was over
by the time his years at West Point ended, Dad’s studies did not
end. He and other high-achieving second lieutenants who had
graduated into the Corps of Engineers reported soon after
graduation to the U. S. Army Engineer School in Virginia, which had
a curriculum known to be rigorous and demanding. Even though he had
been awarded a bachelor’s degree from West Point, he looked forward
to continuing his studies. Also, he revered military engineering
and knew that military engineers had played a vital role in
overseeing the construction of buildings, fortifications, canals
(including the Panama Canal), and other structures that had made
America great. He was overjoyed about becoming part of that
history.

 


In addition to basic
construction classes, battlefield engineering was an important part
of his course of study. During the summer of 1919, he and his
engineering school classmates visited Europe to inspect the
battlefields in France and Germany. They focused primarily on the
engineering aspects of battlefields, which involved learning to
build bridges, construct airfields, transport troops across rivers,
lay roads, and destroy enemy fortifications in a combat-style
environment. They were aware that these and other engineering tasks
could be better learned on the actual battlefields of World War I
than in classrooms.

 


Like most of the young men
in his group, my father had never before traveled outside the
United States, so he was glad for the opportunity to come
face-to-face with the culture of the Old World. He recalled years
later that he and the other officers were, for the most part,
welcomed politely in postwar Europe. French people fondly
remembered the Americans, many of whom were very young and had
cheeks as fresh as apples on Brittany’s trees, who had come to help
them during the war.

 


At Bellicourt in northern
France, the group saw the location of an offensive that had taken
place in September 1918. Here troops from the United States had
boldly charged through Germany’s Hindenburg Line, which
subsequently crumbled like a wall of clay. The Germans had built
that intricate system—composed of barbed wire, wide trenches, long
tunnels, concrete bunkers, and machine gun pads—thinking it would
be impenetrable. They were greatly mistaken. Although the offensive
had been a success, American casualties had been so heavy at
Bellicourt that a cloud of sadness hung over Dad’s group as they
walked along the dusty roads surrounding it.

 


After graduating from the
engineering school in June 1920 and receiving his promotion to
first lieutenant, Howard was ordered to report to the Missouri
School of Mines, located in the small town of Rolla. The school,
which emphasized the study of mining engineering and metallurgy,
was later incorporated into the University of Missouri system. Here
he served as an instructor in military science and tactics in the
Reserved Officers’ Training Corps (ROTC) department. At the
completion of his two-year assignment, he enjoyed a similar
position at the nearby University of Kansas. These Midwest
assignments were not only very pleasant interludes; they bolstered
his leadership image among his superiors. They now saw him as a
very professional officer who was also an excellent instructor.
These assessments would serve him well in the future.

 


In February 1923 my father
boarded a transport vessel and made the long journey across the
Pacific Ocean to the Philippine Islands, his next station. The
Philippines, made up of seven thousand islands of various sizes and
shapes, had been a colony of the United States since 1900. (For
three hundred years prior to that date, it had been a colony of
Spain.) A strong American military presence was evident throughout
this humid land of mangoes, papayas, and milky coconuts.

 


Several West Point
graduates who became well-known generals during World War II served
in the Philippine Islands earlier in their careers—including
Jonathan M. Wainwright, Dwight D. Eisenhower, and Douglas
MacArthur. They and other officers learned that it wasn’t an easy
country in which to navigate. Like the Spanish before them,
Americans in the colonial days inherited an archipelago of dense
jungles and deep ravines. Residents of the various islands depended
on small boats, which often moved slowly through murky water, to
communicate with each other —especially in the early
years.

 


When Dad’s ship sailed
gently into Manila Bay, located off the big island of Luzon, he
paced slowly along the deck to get a better look at the city as its
sprawling Spanish-style buildings became more and more visible. He
also observed the hilly terrain far away to his left, where his
first assignment would be—the Bataan Peninsula. It looked dark and
mysterious as he glanced at it through a haze-covered
sky.

 


In the weeks to follow, he
spent sweltering days in the tropical sun working with other army
engineers on a topographical survey of Bataan. The hot climate and
exotic wildlife were quite different from the mild spring weather
and domesticated animals of Norwich. “When I was a lieutenant in
the Philippines,” he told me once, “I used to watch lizards dash
across the ceiling as I lay in bed at the end of a hard day.”
Sometimes while he was resting, he could hear American soldiers
singing in the distance, quite often an old song that pokes fun at
the challenges of weather and wildlife in the
Philippines.

 


Oh, the monkeys have
no tails in Zamboanga,

Oh, the monkeys have
no tails,

They were bitten off
by whales,

Oh, the monkeys have
no tails in Zamboanga.

Oh, the carabou have
no hair in Mindanao,

Oh, the carabou have
no hair,

Holy smoke, but they
are bare,

Oh,
the carabou have no hair in
Mindanao.

 


Upon completion of the
topographical survey in June 1923, my father was ordered to command
Company A, 14th Engineers, at Fort William McKinley, a few miles
southeast of Manila. He now lived only a short distance from the
city, so he learned to know it quite well. In those years Manila
was busy and bustling, and all kinds of vehicles inched their way
through crowded, narrow streets. Pith-helmeted policemen stood
under the shade of umbrellas as they bravely directed automobiles,
horse-drawn carriages, and bicycles through heavy traffic. Women in
colorful long dresses, escorted by gentlemen in white tropical
suits, chatted with each other in a mixture of Spanish and English.
Many buildings sported big signs above their doors, indicating that
a dentist, a shoe shop, or some other business occupied the
premises. Dad was fascinated by the noise and commotion of it all.
For relaxation, he enjoyed spending occasional evenings in the
attractive Army and Navy Club, located near Manila Bay, where he
could socialize with other American officers.

 


An interesting change in
assignment and climate came in December when Dad was assigned as
aide-de-camp to Major General Omar Bundy, commander of the
Philippine Division and an honorable veteran of the
Spanish-American War, Philippine Insurrection, and World War I. The
Philippine Division, established only a year earlier, was composed
mostly of Filipino enlisted men led by officers of the U.S. Army.
Then and in the future, an American general commanded the
division.

 


My father’s appointment as
the general’s aide ultimately had a big effect on his career and on
his personal life, as described later in this chapter. For this
assignment, he was transferred to the cool, pine-tree-laden area of
Camp John Hay at Baguio, in the mountains of northern Luzon. The
locale provided a welcome relief from the humidity of Manila. When
time permitted, he played golf on the beautiful eighteen-hole
course at the camp.

 


In July 1924 my father
returned with General Bundy to Fort Hayes, Ohio, where he continued
to be the general’s aide. At this post, named after a man from Ohio
who served as President of the United States, General Bundy
commanded the V Corps Area. While acting as aide to the general, my
father grew fond of the wonderful Bundy family and joined them
during some delightful social occasions. Serving as commander of
the V Corps was General Bundy’s his last assignment before he
retired in 1925, and he now lies at rest in Arlington Cemetery with
his wife, Addie Harden Bundy. Mrs. Bundy had always treated my
father, a young bachelor living far away from his family, with
kindness and hospitality, which he had greatly
appreciated.

 


Dad would become even
closer to another family. That story began when he became
acquainted with Marion MacFarlane Shaw, the lovely stepdaughter of
then-Colonel Frederick B. Shaw and his wife Mary Bell, who lived in
pleasant quarters at Fort Hayes. For my father, it was almost a
case of love at first sight.

 


One clear, sunny day while
he was playing golf on the post’s course, someone introduced them
to each other. He was immediately drawn to her large brown eyes and
shiny brown tresses, as well as her demure persona. A bang that
swept across the left side of her forehead added to that persona.
His outgoing sisters Mildred and Mary were blue-eyed and blond,
like him. He enjoyed a close relationship with them, but this girl
was someone different—and very intriguing.

 


Marion, my mother-to-be,
was first enticed by my father’s military bearing and air of
self-confidence and poise. “The expression on his face was very
serious,” she once told me. Upon first meeting him, she wondered if
he had any sense of humor at all. Before too long, that perception
would change. When he began courting her, she noticed there was a
sparkle about him whenever he laughed at a joke. He would lean his
head way back, revealing an upper jaw filled with straight white
teeth.

 


Their dates often
consisted of attending parties at the post’s officers’ club, where
they learned about each other’s love of poetry, singing, dancing,
and listening to music. My father had a fine singing voice, as did
my mother. She had been educated at the Washington Seminary in
Atlanta, Georgia, and the New England Conservatory of Music. In
addition to being a fine singer, she was an outstanding
pianist.

 


My mother was glad that
Dad enjoyed playing golf, but she was especially impressed that he,
like most aides, exhibited correct protocol and impeccable manners
when dealing with superior officers and their wives. This quality
particularly stood out whenever he dined with her and her family at
their home or at the Officers’ Club.

 


Then-Colonel Shaw approved
of Dad from the start, as did his wife Bell, even though my
mother’s early life was quite different from Howard’s. She was born
in the rugged gold-rush town of Dawson, in the Yukon Territory. Her
grandfather, Judge Joseph Davis of Helena, Montana, had traveled
there in search of gold and to pursue other financial ventures.
Living with him in Canada—just a temporary locale for them—were his
wife, Flora, and his four children.

 


Joseph’s elder daughter,
my grandmother-to-be Mary Bell (called “Bell” by her family), soon
caught the eye of a Canadian man of Scottish descent. Consequently,
she and Robert MacFarlane were married in 1900. Only two years
after my mother’s birth in 1902, Robert suddenly died of what was
believed to be an overdose of medication. It was a sad end to what
turned out to be a very short marriage.

 


Mother didn’t forget the
surname with which she was born, however, or what it represented.
For the rest of her life, she maintained a fondness for Scotland,
the land of highlands and heather. In fact a poem,
Jean, by her favorite
poet Robert Burns, influenced her choice of a name for
me.

 


Bell was grief stricken
for a long time after Robert’s death, but in 1908 she met and
married Frederick Shaw, a career army officer she had met while on
a visit to the Philippines, where he was stationed at the time. In
addition to raising my mother, Frederick Shaw raised the four
children born from his marriage to Bell. Mother’s half-sister,
Barbara, was eight years younger than she. Both ended up marrying
West Point graduates who pursued military careers; otherwise, they
were as different as summer and winter. Mother often had to watch
her weight, whereas Barbara usually stayed as thin as a reed, with
little effort. Sometimes their personalities clashed.

 


On the other hand, Mother
got along well with her three half-brothers, and they thought the
world of her. The oldest, Fred (Frederick B. Shaw, Jr.), was born
in 1913, when my mother was already eleven years old. Bob (Robert)
was born in 1916, and Dan (Daniel) was born in 1919. All three
graduated from the University of Michigan prior to the war and
received army commissions. Fred (nicknamed “Buzz” by the family)
graduated in 1934 and rose to the rank of lieutenant colonel during
World War II. After the war, he worked as a business executive and
lived comfortably in the Chicago suburbs with his wife, the former
Althea Doyle, and beautiful daughter, Valerie. Bob, who graduated
in 1938, was the only brother to choose an army career. Like his
father, he retired as a brigadier general.

 


Dan, the youngest,
graduated in 1940; like his brothers, he attained the rank of
lieutenant colonel during World War II. His postwar story, however,
did not end happily. One day a few years after the war, a mole on
his back that had never caused any trouble started to bleed and was
diagnosed as cancerous. Treatments he received, including
amputation of his right arm in order to strip the lymph nodes, were
unsuccessful. The last time my parents and I saw Dan was at
Sloan-Kettering Hospital in New York, where he had gone for
experimental care. When we were leaving, he cheerfully waved
goodbye to us with his remaining hand and arm, but he passed away
not long afterwards. I have never forgotten the bright smile and
admirable courage he exhibited that day. He died at the age of
thirty-seven, leaving behind his pregnant wife, Holly, and two
small children.

 


Unlike her half-sister and three
half-brothers, Mother didn’t attend a university, which she may
have later regretted. She loved to read, though, and our two large
mahogany bookcases were filled with The
Harvard Classics, the works of
Shakespeare, a collection of Robert Frost poems, and other good
books my parents enjoyed reading. My father agreed with Henry Ward
Beecher’s conclusion that “a house without books is like a room
without windows.”

 


As I have already mentioned,
Mother was musically inclined from an early age onward, so her
education was in the field of music. Her mother, an excellent
pianist, had brought a grand piano with her when she moved into
Frederick Shaw’s home after their wedding, and it went with them
everywhere they lived thereafter. She made sure that her elder
daughter practiced regularly.

In the spring of 1925, Bell helped
my mother prepare for her wedding. These preparations required so
much time and attention that my mother’s piano playing and musical
interests were temporarily put aside.

 


On Tuesday, June 16, 1925,
my parents were married in the small chapel at Fort Hayes. The
ceremony was conducted by John O. Lindquist, the post chaplain, in
accordance with the rites of the Episcopal Church as contained in
the Book of Common
Prayer. Members of the Shaw and Peckham
families were guests, along with several of my parents’ friends. My
mother’s engagement ring was a small gold replica of Dad’s West
Point class ring, which she wore together with her narrow, gold
wedding band.

 


Soon after their wedding,
the newlyweds drove to Connecticut for a visit with the Peckham
clan. For my mother the visit was like a trip to another country.
She wasn’t used to spending time in such a rural atmosphere and
hearing long, serious conversations about vegetables. The strong
New England accents (“pahk the cah”) seemed strange to her, also.
Nevertheless, over the years she came to appreciate the Peckham
family’s traditions, rootedness, and love of nature.

 


Occasionally during their
marriage, Dad’s New England boyhood evidenced itself in things he
would say, such as “These apples want to be eaten” or “These dishes
want to be washed.” My mother and I would tease him playfully about
his personification of inanimate objects. “Oh, I didn’t hear them
speak,” we would say, or “Did they tell you that’s what they want?”
He took the kidding in stride and laughed at himself, as he usually
did whenever a joke was on him.

 


In September 1925, after
bidding farewell to my mother’s parents and her family’s lumbering
but affable dog, Goofy, the newlyweds moved from Fort Hayes. They
had received the superb news that my father had been selected to
attend the reputable Infantry School at Fort Benning, Georgia. He
firmly believed an officer’s education should be well rounded and
geared towards learning as much as possible about other army
branches, not just one’s own, so he looked forward to attending the
school.

 


The students at the
Infantry School were a tightly knit group known for their
camaraderie and professionalism. My father liked that aspect of the
school and its graduates, but he was not interested in leaving the
Corps of Engineers at that time. After his graduation from Infantry
School in May 1926, he completed a three-month engineering
assignment at Fort Humphreys. Located in Fairfax County, Virginia,
the fort was hot and dusty in the summer, but my mother, a new army
wife trying to be a “good trooper,” put up with temporary
facilities and the camp-like, barren environment. Now, it is called
Fort Belvoir and is blessed with green lawns, beautiful trees, and
sturdy, permanent buildings.

 


Fortunately for my mother,
my father’s next assignment was superbly located. Starting in
September 1926 and for the next four years, he was an engineering
instructor at West Point. He was glad to be back at his alma mater,
and he loved to teach. “I enjoy being in front of a classroom
again,” he wrote to his family in nearby Connecticut. In a clear,
firm voice he imparted engineering facts and procedures to young
cadets.

 


When he wasn’t teaching,
he and my mother enjoyed the friendly campus atmosphere and active
social life. They would meet other young couples at various
recreational facilities, or the couples would dine in each other’s
homes. Whenever relatives came on a visit, my parents took them to
local tourist spots, such as the Academy museum, where Indian
relics, displays of uniforms, and presentation swords of famous
generals were on display, along with other exhibits. Friends and
family members particularly enjoyed watching the cadets march on
the parade ground, a wide stretch of grassy land referred to as
“The Plain.”

 


My parents’ favorite
pastime, though, was taking walks alone and eating picnic lunches
in scenic locations. While sitting on top of a grassy hill, they
would munch on Swiss cheese sandwiches and look down at the
tranquil waters of the Hudson River, which flowed calmly in the
distance. They could see green forests lining the river, which,
from a distance, looked like nubby carpets.

 


It was on an outing such
as this that my mother gave her husband the good news that they
were to become parents. Near the end of her pregnancy she visited
Bell and Frederick Shaw, who had moved to Washington, DC. Thus my
brother Howie was born on September 5, 1927, at historic Walter
Reed Army Hospital, set amidst verdant acreage near the Maryland
suburbs. Later, my mother joked that her son’s birth on Labor Day
was “very appropriate.” She was glad his grandparents lived nearby
and could drop by the hospital for visits. After she regained her
strength, she brought Howie home to West Point, where she and my
father resumed a tranquil life.

 


As my father would soon
learn, events were far from tranquil in far-away Asia. In September
of 1931, Japan invaded Manchuria. News of the invasion spread like
wildfire throughout West Point’s academic buildings, although it
was not unexpected. The faculty and students were well aware that
Japan had maintained a foothold in China for some years while
searching for new territory.

 


I arrived on December 8,
1931, but by that time my parents and brother had moved from West
Point to Cleveland, Ohio. Pictures taken during the Christmas
season show me wearing a red silk ribbon around my unmistakably
bald head. Here my father served as an assistant to the Great Lakes
division engineer, a job requiring extensive surveys of the Great
Lakes to ensure adequate flood control or to report other potential
problems. Mother happily took care of her two young
children.

 


In January 1933, Franklin
Roosevelt was inaugurated President, another cheerful event—at
least for Americans who yearned for a change from the gloomy
persona of Herbert Hoover and who hoped for positive changes in the
economy. January also ushered in some unexpected news from Europe,
however. That’s when it was learned that Adolf Hitler had become
Chancellor of Germany, an appointment that would have a big impact
on the future of our family and other army families.

 


Although newsreels showed
him to be a charismatic man with excellent oratory skills, my
father suspected that Hitler was dangerous and unstable. This
assessment turned out to be tragically correct, as later history
would prove. It wouldn’t be too long
before newsreels would show Germans shouting “Heil Hitler, Deutschland über Alles!”A series of unfortunate events had brought him to power. In
the years after World War I, defeated Germany was burdened with war
reparations.

 


The United States,
meanwhile, was entering a period of euphoric financial speculation,
although it turned out to be short lived. An underlying weakness
hovered like an obscure shadow underneath America’s seemingly
robust economy, which, because of too-rapid growth, began heading
downward.

 


After the stock market
crashed in 1929, unemployment went up, factories closed, farmers
abandoned their farms, and hundreds of people lost their homes. The
Great Depression affected the entire industrialized world. Nations
indebted to the United States, such as Germany, were hit the
hardest. Hitler took advantage of his country’s unrest and
unemployment by vowing to restore prosperity and was thus able to
push his way to the job of chancellor. President Roosevelt’s
primary concern at that time was not the rise of Hitler but
alleviating Depression-related hardships in the United States. In
his inaugural address the President told nervous Americans that
their biggest enemy was fear. In the following unforgettable words,
he reminded his audience about America’s strong history and made
some suggestions:

 


This great nation will endure as
it has endured; will survive and will prosper. So first of all, let
me assert my firm belief that the only thing we have to fear is
fear itself….

 


Our greatest primary task is to
put people to work. This is no unsolvable problem if we face it
wisely and courageously. It can be accomplished in part by direct
recruiting by the government itself, treating the task as we would
treat the emergency of a war, but at the same time, through this
employment, accomplishing greatly needed projects to stimulate and
reorganize the use of our natural resources.

 


To my father, President
Roosevelt’s suggestions were not only
practical, they strongly related to the good work of army engineers
who oversaw hundreds of skilled, but potentially unemployed,
workers.

 


In the fall of 1933, almost at
midpoint of the Depression, Dad received orders to report to the
palm-dotted island of Puerto Rico, our next home. After gliding
through the azure waters of the Caribbean, our ship arrived at a
dock in San Juan, the oldest city under the flag of the United
States. In Puerto Rico my father was a military assistant in charge
of harbor work, road and bridge construction, and malaria swamp
reclamation. Needless to say, everyone in my family received
vaccinations against tropical diseases. I bawled loudly, I was told
years later, at the sight of each needle that stung my arm like a
thin metal wasp.

 


Nevertheless, we all adjusted well
to Puerto Rico. We had beautiful quarters on the army post located
at the edge of the bustling city of San Juan, the country’s
capital. Surrounding our nice residential area was a high
protective wall, but at night we clearly heard the waves crashing
against rocky cliffs that dropped steeply into the surf. My parents
admired the beauty of this friendly island, particularly the
verdant area in which we lived.

 


Our forays into
neighboring San Juan proper were quite an adventure, especially for
Howie and me. We particularly enjoyed running around the walls that
surround the city, poking our fingers through the lacy metal gates
and jumping up and down on the many stone steps. We played hide and
seek in the empty sentry boxes that had been built by the Spanish
to guard the city. During our expeditions into the city with my
parents, townspeople gathered in groups to smile at us as our
family of four made its way along the sidewalks. “Please buy this,”
a few would plead as they urged my mother to buy whatever it was
they were selling, usually a handmade craft item. “It’s so nice,
Madam,” they would eagerly announce whenever she appeared
hesitant.

 


Like so many places in the
thirties, the poverty brought by the Depression had struck the
island like a blustery hurricane. In addition to buying the wares
of street sellers, my parents made regular monetary, food, and
clothing donations to families who were the victims of unemployment
and poverty. Coincidentally, President Roosevelt’s renowned New
Deal, the name he gave his program to put people back to work and
reform the economy, picked up speed in Puerto Rico the year we
arrived. The president’s wife, Eleanor, even took an interest in
the island’s plight and visited there during the
Depression.

 


Early in August 1934, my
father learned that Germany’s President Paul von Hindenburg had
died on the second day of that month. This sudden vacancy allowed
Hitler to assume duties of both chancellor and president, which
were merged into one position, head of state. Gloom swept through
my father’s mind when he recalled his inspections of the European
battlefields after World War I. He saw Hitler’s increased strength
as an ominous sign for the future of Europe. As far as my father’s
own career was concerned, however, things became much better in
November 1934, when he was promoted to captain. Army promotions
were very slow in those pre-war days. He had been a lieutenant for
sixteen years.

 


Throughout the bleak
Depression years, Puerto Ricans who found employment with U.S. Army
families such as ours were among the lucky ones. Their service was
also beneficial to us. I roamed around the house spouting Spanish
phrases taught by Jenny, my Puerto Rican nanny, who became like
part of the family. I recall how forlorn she looked on the day our
ship pulled away from the dock at San Juan Harbor in 1935, after
our two-year stay. The El Morro fortress sat like a vigilant
sentinel on the rocky promontory above the harbor, providing a
scenic backdrop for the dramatic event. When I vigorously waved
goodbye as she stood mournfully on the shore, Jenny waved back. She
intermittently used her thin, brown fingers to wipe away the tears
that had fallen on her cheeks, like a Puerto Rican farmer’s wife
wiping away raindrops from a stalk of sugar cane.

 


Our next home—Camp
Roosevelt, Florida—wasn’t far from Puerto Rico, comparatively
speaking. Located near the mid-state town of Ocala, it was
surrounded by farms and grazing land, as well as by large trees
from which gray Spanish moss hung like Christmas-tree
tinsel.

 


Its history was equally
interesting. When Juan Ponce de León arrived on Florida’s coast as
an explorer in the sixteenth century, he thought he had discovered
a big island. After reporting his discovery, he urged more of his
countrymen to follow him, which many did. Unfortunately, illness
and attacks by hostile Indians hampered the attempts of Spanish
settlers who tried to colonize the region. In the middle of the
nineteenth century, after triumphing over many tribulations,
Florida succeeded in becoming a state.

 


Even though Ponce de León
never did locate a fountain of youth in Florida and was wrong in
thinking he had discovered an island, we found many similarities to
our previous home, the island of Puerto Rico. As was the case
there, the Spanish influence was evident everywhere, particularly
in St. Augustine on the northeast coast. During our visit to that
old historic city, my brother and I again explored empty sentry
boxes and walked along walls built by the Spaniards for protection,
as we had done in San Juan. Attacks by the British had been a major
concern to St. Augustine’s early residents.

 


Near Camp Roosevelt,
helmeted army engineers spent hot, humid days developing plans and
supervising workers on a proposed barge canal that would cross
Florida from the Atlantic Ocean to the Gulf of Mexico. Usually at
the end of a long day spent out in the sun, my father’s cotton
shirts would be soaked with sweat.

 


Construction of a water
route was first proposed by sixteenth-century Philip II of Spain,
but it wasn’t until the days of the Great Depression that such an
idea seemed acceptable and economically feasible. It would put
unemployed people to work, and, equally important, President
Roosevelt approved funding for it.

 


It was at this job that my
father first served under Brehon B. Somervell, the engineer officer
in command of the canal project, who at that time was a lieutenant
colonel. (He would eventually rise to the rank of four-star
general.) My father respected Brehon Somervell’s engineering
brilliance, and he seemed able to put up with his superior
officer’s sometimes-difficult temperament.

 


The Somervell family lived
in Camp Roosevelt’s residential area, as did we. To my brother,
living in our woodsy neighborhood was like spending time at a
summer camp or vacation resort. Tall, slim trees surrounded our
wood-frame house and screened front porch. I liked to play in the
grassy areas that bordered the house, which were kept short but
were otherwise left in their wild, natural state. It seemed
particularly wild out there the day a colorful coral snake moved
through the grass near me. I didn’t know the creature was
poisonous, so when it came slithering through our yard I called to
my mother to “come see the pretty snake.” To Mother this was a
crisis to be taken care of quickly. She dashed into the house and
returned brandishing a long-handled, sharp-edged hoe. While I stood
safely far away she struck the potentially deadly creature several
times and killed it. From that day onward, at least until we moved
from Ocala at the end of 1935, I kept my eyes open for snakes—often
from a secure, lofty height atop a neighborhood pony, on which
Howie and I often rode.

 


Slithering across Africa
that year was a reptilian force of another kind. In 1935, Fascist
Italian dictator Benito Mussolini sent his troops into Ethiopia and
conquered it. Horrified by this brazen action, the League of
Nations imposed economic sanctions on Italy. This had the
unfortunate effect of creating sympathy between Fascism and Nazism,
since Germany had left the League in 1933. In Italy non-Fascists
and even anti-Fascists began to support Mussolini, whom they
assessed as a strong leader. In 1936, Italy annexed Ethiopia and,
even more daunting, the powerful Rome-Berlin Axis was created. Like
many other career army officers, my father was apprehensive about
America’s possible involvement in the war and our military’s lack
of preparedness.

 


He kept abreast of these
unsettling developments, but at that time he was still directly
involved with the canal project. The project faced a doomed future,
however. In spite of diligent planning by army engineers, it was
canceled in 1936, primarily for environmental reasons. Brehon
Somervell was greatly disappointed about this turn of events,
because he thought its construction would be a good use of funds
that were allocated to the Works Progress Administration (WPA), an
agency President Franklin Roosevelt created as part of his New
Deal. It would put people to work.

 


In addition to the benefit
of providing employment, there were other reasons to support the
building and completion of a canal. Several local politicians had
predicted it would enhance transportation and commerce, thereby
bringing economic prosperity to their state. Nevertheless, the
dreams of those politicians did not come true, either in their time
or in the years to come. A continuous waterway across Florida has
never been completed.

 


A decidedly more urbane
location greeted myfather at his next engineering assignment ,
which was quite different from the tropical atmospheres of Puerto
Rico and Florida. From 1936 through 1939, he worked as director of
operations and deputy administrator of the WPA in New York City.
His boss was again Brehon Somervell, who had appreciated Dad’s
potential in Florida as a capable director and had undoubtedly put
in a request for his transfer to New York.

 


A major goal of the WPA
was to provide work for victims of the Depression, especially
laborers. Army engineers, such as my father, drew plans for and
oversaw the construction of roads, public buildings, bridges, and
other projects. Overall, it was a very successful program. One of
the most important WPA projects was the creation of North Beach
Airport, which was later renamed La Guardia. Army engineers oversaw
the construction of the airport, a project that employed hundreds
of workers.

 


World War II, meanwhile,
was inching its way towards America like a slow-moving asp. During
1937, Germany’s Third Reich was building up its muscles by
intensifying the training of troops. During a visit to Germany that
year from his home in Italy, Mussolini became swayed by Hitler’s
flattery; he returned to his homeland convinced that he should
become a partner of a “new, powerful Germany.” Thus his bond with
Hitler was sealed and strengthened.

 


In Asia, Japan invaded
China, and the city of Nanking was brutalized in an especially
cruel way. For three months beginning in December 1937 the invaders
tortured and killed hundreds of thousands of civilians. At school,
I heard about these atrocities, which I later discussed with my
father. I was reassured by Dad’s statement that President Roosevelt
might force the Japanese to leave China. They did leave, but not
for many more years.

 


In spite of our relatively
comfortable life, the army wasn’t immune to the sufferings of the
Depression. All military personnel, wherever stationed, were given
a ten percent pay cut. Budget cutting affected both the size of the
armed forces and the availability of equipment. Nonetheless many
army families had an advantage over their civilian counterparts—the
head of the household at least had a job and a regular
salary.

 


As the war progressed, U.S. Army
engineers were kept informed by their superior officers of major
developments in Asia and Europe. In March of 1938 Germany invaded
Austria, thus rendering that small country Hitler’s first victim.
Next on Hitler’s list of lands to conquer was inland
Czechoslovakia. Under the terms of the Munich Pact, signed that
September by Hitler, Mussolini, Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain,
and Premier Edouard Daladier, Czechoslovakia was forced to cede to
Germany a portion of its land known as the Sudetenland, near the
German border.

 


Hitler reasoned that because
German-speaking people inhabited the Sudetenland, it rightly
belonged to his Third Reich, even though those people were Czech
citizens. Seeking a diplomatic solution and hoping to avoid war,
the British and French gave in to Hitler’s demands, and the
Sudetenland became his possession. The signers had made a tragic
mistake.

 


War news like that was frequently
a topic of conversation among our neighbors in Bronxville. Except
for civilian friends such as businessman John Lee and his wife
Theone, my parents socialized with other army families. Edmond H.
Leavey and his wife Ruth were among them. Edmond, who graduated
from West Point in 1917, was the WPA’s chief engineer. Years later
he retired as a major general and was named President of the
International Telephone and Telegraph Corporation.

 


While we were living in the
very attractive suburban community of Bronxville, my father
developed stomach ulcers, and his medicine cabinet was always
filled with packages of Tums. He believed the stress of his daily
commute to New York City was partly to blame, but he also wondered
whether a contributing factor might be Brehon Somervell’s
hard-driving personality. “Later in my career, life was a lot
easier than when I was a captain working under Brehon,” he once
remarked. Dad’s experience was not unique, according to Forrest C.
Pogue in his book George C. Marshall:
Organizer of Victory: “A hard driver and a
man of quick temper, Somervell easily made enemies inside and
outside the Army.”

 


During the years that my
father was stationed in New York, our family spent part of each
summer in Maine, in a wood-frame house at Isle of Springs, near
Boothbay Harbor. We rented the same two-story home each time. Here
my father managed to offset some of his job tensions, and our whole
family enjoyed halcyon days in a calm environment.

 


These vacations were
marvelous. The sweet aroma of pine needles filled both the air we
breathed and the souvenir pillows we bought at local quaint shops.
We always bought extra small pillows to take back to New York as
gifts. Our favorite pastime, though, was walking down tree-shaded
paths, small metal buckets in hand, to collect ripe blueberries to
bring home. My mother would then bake delicious muffins from them,
which disappeared from our plates as quickly as raindrops vanished
into Maine’s ocean waters.

 


Visitors, such as the
Edmond Leaveys, also savored the blueberries. Ed revealed that his
favorite activity at Isle of Springs was digging for clams on the
beach with my parents. They were aided by Howie, me, and the
Leavey’s frisky cocker spaniel. Later, we would dine on steamed
clams that Mother and Ruth had cooked using plenty of
butter, parsley, and seasonings,plus a splash of
white wine.

Aunts Mary and Mildred
would drive to visit us from their New England homes each summer,
bringing with them their children—Kent, Diane, Gage, and Carol.
After they arrived at Isle of Springs, we would eat a big picnic
lunch on the beach, and then my cousins and I would climb the flat
rocks near the shore. Uncle Dick, a navy captain, felt right at
home in any kind of boat, and he led us on some pleasurable
maritime excursions when he was not away on sea duty. As soon as we
children were strapped into bulky life preservers, we would go for
a ride off the island’s coast in a rented motorboat. We were glad
to have Uncle Dick with us whenever we careened precariously in
choppy water.

 


In mid-summer 1939, during
our last vacation on the island, colossal rain clouds hovered over
our yard one day. This was nothing, however, compared to the dark
clouds of war that were getting bigger and bigger in Europe and
Asia. On March 15 of that year, Germany’s unopposed troops had
occupied Czechoslovakia, which had become much weaker after its
concession to Germany of the Sudetenland the previous year. Japan,
which throughout the thirties had steadily made gains in overtaking
parts of China, was now strengthening its mandated islands in the
Pacific. In view of these and other ominous events, the U.S. Army
determined that it needed more officers who were highly technically
trained and who were highly technically trained and who were
prepared for war.

 


Also during that summer, my father
learned he had been chosen to attend the prestigious Command and
General Staff School, a graduate school for future military
leaders. He was elated. The army’s need for highly trained officers
had precedence over his work for the WPA, but his job at the WPA
would not have lasted much longer, anyway. After Pearl Harbor, when
unemployment ceased to be a problem, President Roosevelt terminated
the WPA and several other New Deal programs that had been
successful when there was a need for them.

 


Located at Fort Leavenworth,
Kansas, high above the west bank of the Missouri River, the school
was established in 188l after the American Civil War had shown the
need for more highly educated officers. It was, and continues to
be, “a top school” in the U.S. Army’s educational system.
Among the more famous alumni of Dad’s generation
were Generals Dwight D. Eisenhower, Omar N. Bradley, and George S.
Patton, Jr.

 


Brehon Somervell could be tough to
work for, but Dad’s former boss acted in a fair and ethical way
when he gave his endorsement for my father’s admission to the
school. The school’s demanding curriculum, with its emphasis on
tactical decisions, problem solving, and logistics, served its
graduates well professionally, as did classes relating to staff
functions. Because he knew it was an honor to be a student there,
Dad studied hard. That conscientiousness would pay off handsomely
in the future.

 


 



Chapter 3: Clouds Over
Leavenworth and Benning

 


While the storm clouds
gather far across the sea, let us swear allegiance to a land that’s
free—IRVING
BERLIN

 


I was only
a gangly seven, going on eight, in August 1939,
so I wasn’t concerned about Dad’s future military career. I was
more interested in closely watching the husky moving men who loaded
our furniture into large crates. I wanted to make sure they didn’t
pack away all my favorite board games, since I planned to bring
some of them with me on the trip. After they left, I loaded these
possessions and a few other small items into our car. At the same
time, I began to wonder what sights we would see along the way to
our destination. Most of all, I was curious about what life would
be like in far-away Kansas.

 


While preparing for our
trip my mother retold stories she had heard about her grandfather,
Judge Joseph Davis, who had traveled westward at the end of the
Civil War. The story of his journey is interestingly told in
Progressive Men of the State of
Montana, a book published by A. W. Bowen
& Co., circa 1902. The book also describes his life after he
settled down in Helena, where he met and later married Flora Marsh,
another pioneer. As my great-grandparents had done many years
earlier, we headed west towards the middle of the United
States.

 


In the early days of the
Santa Fe Trail, travelers feared the perils they might face—such as
attacks by hostile Indians, severe hunger, serious injury, and
painful wild-animal bites. All of these events had happened, at
some time, to an unfortunate traveler on that busy trail. The fears
of travelers on the trail segment that winds through Kansas were
allayed when a U.S. Army officer arrived in 1827 from Jefferson
Barracks, Missouri, bringing with him officers and soldiers of his
regiment. Colonel Henry Leavenworth thus established a base from
which to protect settlers, traders, surveyors, and other travelers
on the rugged, dangerous trail. The base eventually comprised
thousands of acres and became known as Fort Leavenworth. It is the
oldest army post west of the Missouri River that has existed
continually since its establishment.

 


On our trip in August 1939
we didn’t have the same worries as early travelers to that state. I
recall how endless the tiring drive seemed from Bronxville,
however, and how intense the heat was on the day we finally arrived
at our red-brick officers’ quarters at Leavenworth. Waves of
burning air appeared to be drifting upwards from the sidewalks. The
moving men wiped perspiration off their faces with handkerchiefs as
they placed our furniture and other possessions in the living room,
especially when they moved the Chickering spinet up the sidewalk
and into the house. The piano was soon put to use. After we got
settled, I started taking piano lessons from a teacher recommended
to my parents by a neighbor.

 


I also became familiar
with horses. Fort Leavenworth was a “horsy” post then, so both
riding classes attended by children and foxhunts for the adults
were popular. I remember that at the end of each lesson, my riding
class of about twenty children would form a long horizontal line
atop our horses. We would then dismount and reward our horses with
a lump of sugar.

 


Fancy riding gear
was de rigueur among the younger officers and their wives during the hunts
and at the elaborate breakfasts that followed. I recall watching
them as they rode around in horse-drawn carriages and waved at
spectators who smiled admiringly as they cheerfully waved back at
them. America’s involvement in World War II, which loomed ominously
ahead, ended this type of frivolity.

 


We found out that the
winters are even more severe than the summers on the Kansas
plains—the dry cold air bit like pepper and went right through my
clothes. My father was the only one in the family who didn’t seem
to mind the frosty weather, and I thought he looked handsome and
comfortable in the heavy blue uniform he often wore, its matching
blue cape swirling down from his shoulders to his knees. “The
snowy, cold days remind me of the winters I spent growing up in
Connecticut,” he said in the enthusiastic tone of voice he usually
used when speaking about his New England boyhood. Then he would go
on to describe the times he and his father would go fishing through
the ice. “Dad and I poked holes in the ice of one of the local
ponds, set up tilts, and then waited for a pickerel or perch to
nibble the bait.” The number of fish they caught, if they caught
any at all on a particular day, seemed immaterial. It was the
excitement of the process that was important to them.

 


Throughout his life, my
father maintained a fondness for baked fish and other tasty
seafood—such as boiled lobster and steamed clams—that he had eaten
as a boy with his family at their Connecticut farmhouse. One day he
patiently explained to my mother, my brother, and me the procedure
to prepare a typical clambake, a summertime feast that he
remembered fondly from his boyhood. He even wrote down the
instructions on a large piece of white paper:

 


On the day of the bake, my
brother, my sisters, and I would cut cheesecloth into squares and
then put a peeled onion, a sweet potato, and a piece each of fish,
chicken, and sausage into the packet. We also made packets of
washed clams. Everything was placed on layers of seaweed and put in
a tall aluminum can, then steamed over a fire. The results were
delicious.

 


Although Mother liked dining
on steamed clams, she disliked making this somewhat complicated
meal. My father usually had to wait until his reunions with family
in Connecticut to partake of this feast.

 


In Kansas, other events in
1939 were far more bothersome than the difference between summer
and winter temperatures. Although the tide of the Depression was
fortunately ebbing, news reports about events in Europe buzzed in
the atmosphere like bees at a picnic. “The Germans have overrun
Poland,” my father grimly told Mother when he came home one
September afternoon in 1939. On the first day of that month,
Hitler’s troops had attacked Poland from the north, south, and
west, rendering that country defenseless. Two days later, Britain
and France declared war on Germany.

 


In February 1940, my father
graduated from the Command and General Staff School and would soon
be a part of an expanding U.S. Army. Under the guidance of Chief of
Staff General George C. Marshall, the army was increasing its
membership, modernizing its equipment, and starting to prepare its
troops for combat. More and more officers would be needed to fill
leadership roles. This caused a rumor to spread in officers’ clubs
throughout the United States that Camp Beauregard, Louisiana, would
soon become the location of massive war maneuvers. That rumor
turned out to be true.

 


One of the participants in
maneuvers, which are basically realistic games of war, was my dad.
His three months in Louisiana serving with the
21st Engineers involved intensive training for a leadership
position in a combat environment, precipitated by the storm of
events in Europe and Asia. He was far from alone. The War
Department ordered more than sixty-five thousand troops from
various divisions and regiments of the U.S. Army to join this
massive training operation. Tanks and other equipment lined the
wide highways, and soldiers marched through busy towns and open
fields. Occasionally, soldiers rode atop mule packs, which was a
sight the residents of Rapides County, Louisiana, would never
forget.

 


Our street was silent and empty
when Dad and many other officers from our neighborhood left for
Louisiana in late spring 1940. In the days and weeks that followed,
my mother often joined other lonely wives at coffee get-togethers,
where they could share their fears and concerns. Because so many
wives and children were left alone, a military policeman (MP) was
appointed to patrol our area, giving us the secure feeling that the
U.S. Army was taking good care of its dependents. We used to see
the young corporal, a Southerner, stride slowly by our house in the
evenings.

 


Years later, my mother enjoyed
telling the story about the time she opened the front door and
called “Howdy!” to my brother, who went by that nickname then.
Instead of hearing the voice of her son in reply, she heard a shy
“Howdy, Ma’am” from the corporal, who happened to be walking by our
house.

 


Meanwhile, in Louisiana the
weather became oppressive, as did war reports that my father and
his fellow officers of the 21st Engineers were receiving
from their headquarters. In May, German troops swept into France by
way of Belgium, a move that my father and the other engineers found
particularly distasteful. They were dismayed that the Maginot Line
was a failure.

 


The line, built prior to
World War II, was named after French statesman André Maginot. It
was a high concrete structure—about two hundred miles long—which
was supposed to serve as a permanent defense against German attack.
Although it adequately covered the French-German frontier, the line
unfortunately left the French-Belgian border uncovered. The Germans
took advantage of this blatant oversight by breaking through the
line’s northern end using tanks on the ground and planes in the
sky. They then continued their offensive around the rear of the
line, thus rendering it completely useless.

 


Along with the intense
heat in June came the staggering news that Germany had conquered
Denmark, Norway, Belgium, Luxembourg, and Holland, and that France
had surrendered. In regard to the capitulation of France, French
Premier Paul Reynaud, whom my father would meet in 1958 (more about
this later), chose to resign rather than sign the humiliating
surrender document. His successor, Henri Petain, was glad to take
his place, since it gave him the opportunity to form a puppet
government in Vichy, in the south. This move kept France divided
throughout the war between a zone in the west and north occupied by
Germany and a puppet zone in the south that collaborated with the
enemy.

 


Dramatic events were also
happening in Great Britain. After the resignation of Neville
Chamberlain in May 1940, brilliant, cigar-smoking Winston Churchill
was appointed the new prime minister. On June 18, he delivered a
notable speech before the House of Commons concerning the future of
his nation. One purpose of his speech was to energize the British
people. These are some of his words:

 


Hitler knows that he will
have to break us in this island or lose the war. If we can stand up
to him, all Europe may be free and the life of the world may move
forward into broad, sunlit uplands. But if we fail, then the whole
world, including the United States, including all that we
have known and cared for, will sink into the
abyss of a new Dark Age made more sinister, and perhaps more
protracted, by the lights of perverted science. . . .Let us
therefore brace ourselves to our duties and so bear ourselves that,
if the British Empire and its Commonwealth last for a thousand
years, men will still say, “This was their finest hour.”

 


In the days ahead, German
troops were not able to land in Britain—much to Hitler’s
disappointment and Churchill’s relief. Its shores were highly
fortified, and the use of radar in Britain helped the military spot
potential invaders who attempted to arrive by ship. Churchill’s
relief was short lived, however. Starting in July 1940, frustrated
Germany sent its Luftwaffe bombers roaring through the sky to
Britain, causing its terrified citizens to run repeatedly, week
after week, into the safety of bomb shelters. Like crystal vases
shattered by rocks, Britain’s factories, airports, homes, ports,
and buildings were broken apart by German blitz bombs.

 


Significant events were
also happening in Dad’s army career. In July, he received news that
he had been promoted to major and would soon participate in a
growing armored force. This force, which moved on treads, had
historic roots in the United States Cavalry, a force of mounted
horsemen who galloped their way through America’s wars—starting
with the Revolutionary War and ending during World War
I.

 


The Louisiana maneuvers, in
which tanks had played an important role, had shown the need for a
strong armored force within the army. Also, World War I had shown a
horse cavalry to be impractical. The War Department thus created
sixteen armored divisions during World War II. It selected Fort
Benning, Georgia, as the home base for the
2nd Armored Division, which was activated there on July 15, 1940.
Among the core units attached to the 2nd Armored Division was the
17th Armored Engineer Battalion, whose job was, among other tasks,
to design and construct the pontoon bridges across which heavy
armor would be driven. The officer who was appointed to command the
17th Armored Battalion at Fort Benning was my father, and Fort
Benning was the destination to which we drove in August
1940.

 


After we had traversed the
Tennessee border and entered Georgia, my father announced that we
were now in the peach-tree state. “We’ll see some beautiful
orchards,” he stated enthusiastically. I was unable to show any
interest in sightseeing at that point, however. My mouth felt as
dry as desert dust, so we all agreed that we should stop for
refreshments. Dad parked in front of a drug store, where Howie and
I gulped down icy Coca-Colas. Now, instead of experiencing the
blazing heat of the Kansas plains, we were sweltering because of
high humidity. Soon after we arrived at Benning, I managed to
locate the post swimming pool and spent many hours there, paddling
around and jumping into the invigorating water. I lived in my own
childhood world of water games and vigorous splashing, impervious
to the fighting in Europe.

 


President Roosevelt hoped
that Japan would stay quiet, like a docile kitten, while he
concerned himself with the more resolute necessity of trying to
prevent a German takeover in Europe. Unfortunately, the takeover
rolled forward and could not be prevented. Furthermore, Japan was
roaring like a lion. In September 1940, it attacked and occupied
French Indochina. An agreement Japan had made with the Vichy
government in France helped Japan accomplish this feat, thus
putting it on the side of the Axis.

 


In 1940, a fight of sorts
was going on in the United States related to Churchill’s June 18
speech before the House of Commons. In addition to energizing the
British people, his speech aimed to secure aid from the United
States. He was well aware that many people in “the Colonies”
admired him; and he knew that Americans would be listening to his
speech on their radios or reading it in their papers.

 


To a certain extent,
President Roosevelt granted Churchill his wish for assistance.
After using much persuasion and ignoring the protests of
isolationists, the President successfully convinced Americans that
our country should supply arms to our good friends, the British.
This was accomplished by way of the Lend-Lease Act, a document that
allowed Congress to send badly needed supplies to Britain. At the
same time, the Lend-Lease Act was worded in such a way as to keep
the United States neutral in the war.

 


Members of the
isolationist America First organization realized that this move by
Congress brought the United States at least partly into the
worldwide conflict, so they were outraged. The theme that it and
other isolationists had preached was that the United States
shouldn’t get involved in foreign wars. My father considered
himself to be at the service of the President of the United States;
furthermore, he was in accord with the reasoning behind helping
Britain.

 


During the months that
Americans were arguing about the war, Adolf Hitler was planning a
new conquest. For a long time he had wanted to capture Egypt as a
means to gain access to the Suez Canal and hence the oil fields of
the Middle East. To accomplish this goal, in February 1941 he
appointed General Erwin Rommel to head the Africa Corps, an elite
corps of men who charged fearlessly through the desert in big
Panzer tanks. Rommel had several successes against the British,
such as overtaking strategic locations in Libya.

 


He even looked the part of
a successful invader. No commander made a more striking figure than
Rommel, as far as attire was concerned. Pictures showed him
standing defiantly in his medal-bedecked uniform and peaked Africa
Corps cap, wearing tank goggles on his forehead and holding leather
gloves in his hand.

 


Within several months an
American general would arrive in North Africa whose impressive
appearance somewhat matched Erwin Rommel’s. This was George S.
Patton, a graduate of the West Point class of 1909. First, though,
Patton had important work to do at Fort Benning. He was a colonel
and a brigade commander when he first arrived at the post in 1940.
General Omar Bradley, West Point class of 1915, was the post
commander. (It’s interesting to note that Omar Bradley was Patton’s
boss at Benning, although their roles would be reversed later on,
as the war progressed.)

 


George Patton could make
other officers feel completely awed while they spoke with him, as
if they were in the presence of an icon. A former cavalryman, he
looked distinguished in the long shiny boots and riding breeches he
often wore. These weren’t just for show. Partly because of the
military’s long-time dependence on horses and its worldwide
appreciation of them, dating as far back as feudal times, it was
not unusual to see officers dressed that way—even those who hadn’t
ridden a horse in a long time. This style of dressing was
especially common among expert horsemen such as General Patton,
who, in addition to having been a cavalry officer, was a skilled
polo player. He seemed to adore horses.

 


My father, on the other
hand, never expressed any interest in joining the cavalry or
playing polo, and I never saw him atop a horse. Nevertheless, he
did take riding lessons, and more than once he acknowledged the
fact that horses performed a great service for the army before the
advent of mechanized warfare. For this and for many other reasons,
my father never became, and undoubtedly never wanted to become, an
“image” of George Patton. Their mannerisms and personalities were
as different as a peach tree in a crowded orchard and a Georgia
pine on a lonely hill. Another contrast between them was that my
father might have used swear words on occasion when he was with
other men, but not in mixed company, as George Patton was known to
do. My father did in any case admire the tough-speaking
2nd Armored Division commander, whose voice sounded a bit shrill
at times. Dad explained this dichotomy when he once said “George
Patton had a way of commanding respect.” The meaning of his words
is what mattered, not the pitch of his voice.

 


At Fort Benning, George
Patton had an amphitheater built where he gave speeches to the
troops. At least once a week he brought all his officers together
so he could lecture to them about tactics and related subjects. H.
Essame writes in Patton: A Study in
Command about Patton’s strong influence on
the division:

 


For a whole year from
April 1941 the 2nd Armored Division maintained the full blast of
the Patton drive. In the process he made every man in the division
to some extent the image of himself.

 


During the time General
Patton commanded the 2nd
Armored Division, he and his wife Beatrice were
eager to make a good impression on the division’s officers and
their wives—who included my parents. As Blumenson writes in
The Patton Papers: 1940-45, “Patton and his wife had a series of buffet suppers for all
the officers and ladies of the division.” For my ambitious father,
attendance at such an important social event was imperative. It
helped that the Pattons were gracious hosts who put their guests at
ease, so my mother—a young and dutiful wife—probably enjoyed the
event.

 


To assure its preparedness
for war, the 2nd
Armored Division, which was directly descended
from the American Tank Corps of World War I, participated in
realistic maneuvers. The first of these maneuvers, where divisions
with names such as Blue and Red battled each other, started in the
limpid spring of 1941 in Tennessee, near the towns of Tullahoma and
Manchester. When my father received orders to attend these field
maneuvers, he accepted the news with allegiance to the efficiency
of the 2nd Armored Division.

 


In June, my father’s
attention turned to an invasion that was taking place in Russia,
which the Germans had code-named Operation Barabossa. The Germans
mistakenly believed their invasion of Russia on the twenty-first
day of that month would be successful. They were very wrong. This
defeat paved the way for Russia to join the war and open an Eastern
Front.

 


German troops were
humiliated by another unsuccessful invasion of Russia at the end of
1941, when they again stormed into that country like lions. They
became entangled in a storm of another sort, however—the severity
of winter, which brought cold wind and blizzards. It ruined their
efforts to capture Moscow and Stalingrad and gave the Russians an
opportunity to mount a strong counter-offensive. The Germans were
forced to retreat from the Eastern Front like lambs.

 


“Russia is a country in
the eastern part of Europe, and its citizens have little freedom,”
my teacher at the Benning Elementary School told the class one day
soon thereafter. “Unlike the United States, it is not a democracy,
which means its people cannot vote freely for a president.” I knew
that a uniformed man with a large moustache, named Joseph Stalin,
ruled that country, because I had seen a picture of him. Russia
didn’t seem to be a pleasant place in which to live, but I was glad
the huge country was on our side and not Germany’s.

 


In September, my father
took part in larger maneuvers than those that had been held in the
spring. These were located in Louisiana, in the vicinity of the
Sabine River between Carthage and Kirbyville. He was very familiar
with the swampy atmosphere of this bayou state, having gone there
on maneuvers while we lived in our Fort Leavenworth quarters. Due
to the size of the endeavor (more than 200,000 men were to
participate), my mother was apprehensive; she feared the
consequences of such a concerted war-preparedness effort on the
part of the army. The exercises started in blinding rain, but then
the troops struggled with mud, stagnant water, and mosquitoes.
Tanks had to forge their way in thick forests, and the men, who
sweated in the humidity, frequently had to empty their sand-filled
boots.

 


Needless to say, my father
was exhausted at the end of the maneuvers. After striding slowly up
the concrete walkway to our house and embracing my mother, he
talked a bit about the rugged conditions he had endured. Then he
added, “In spite of everything, morale was high, and the men
learned important lessons about planning, tactics, and teamwork.”
They also learned how to move supplies efficiently, a task with
which the army’s Quartermaster Corps would be particularly
concerned during World War II.

 


By mid-fall of 1941 the
situation in Great Britain had become much more hopeful. Germany’s
Luftwaffe pilots, after a year of flying over Britain and dropping
their dreaded bombs, no longer had the stamina to pummel and
frighten Britain’s citizens. A strengthened and determined force of
Royal Air Force (RAF) fighters and bombers now was retaliating
against the German planes, causing the blitz to dim like an
overused lamp.

 


In October 1941, about four weeks
after his promotion to lieutenant colonel, my father was detailed
to the General Staff Corps as Assistant Chief of Staff, G-3, of the
2nd Armored Division. As G-3, he was concerned with the dual
functions of planning and operations. In the following month, the
last peacetime maneuvers for the 2nd Armored Division were held
in the Carolinas. In Patton: A Study in
Command, H. Essame writes that in an
exercise in North Carolina, “Patton and the
2nd Armored Division completely outshone all others.”

 


One month later, the United
States was shaken by what seemed like a worldwide tsunami. In spite
of the preparedness of the 2nd Armored Division, no one at
Fort Benning was prepared for the startling events that occurred on
the otherwise peaceful Sunday of December 7, 1941—especially not
the wives and children. My mother was the first member of our
family to hear the news. She had been listening to the radio when
an announcer interrupted her program with a shocking report—the
Japanese had made a sneak attack on America at Pearl Harbor in
Hawaii. The next day, my tenth birthday, the radio broadcasted
President Franklin Roosevelt’s speech to Congress. Of particular
concern to my father were the President’s words regarding our armed
forces:

 


Yesterday, December 7,
1941—a date which will live in infamy—the United States of America
was suddenly and deliberately attacked by naval and air forces of
the Empire of Japan. . ..Indeed, one hour after Japanese air
squadrons had commenced bombing in the American island of Oahu, the
Japanese ambassador to the United States and his colleague
delivered to our secretary of state a formal reply to a recent
American message. While this reply stated that it seemed useless to
continue the existing diplomatic negotiations, it contained no
threat or hint of war or armed attack. The attack yesterday on the
Hawaiian Islands has caused severe damage to American naval and
military forces. Very many American lives have been lost. . .
. As commander in chief of the Army and
Navy, I have directed that all measures be taken for our defense. .
. .With confidence in our armed forces, with the unbounding
determination of our people, we will gain the inevitable triumph—so
help us God. . . . I ask that the Congress declare that since the
unprovoked and dastardly attack by Japan on Sunday, December 7, a
state of war has existed between the United States and the Japanese
empire.

 


On that historic day most
isolationists abandoned their protests, which suddenly seemed
irrelevant and useless. Up until this point, our lifestyle at Fort
Benning had been idyllic. During our three-year stay, we lived
first in attractive officers’ quarters on Austin Loop and then in
even better quarters on Miller Loop, the latter a two-story stucco
home almost identical to the other tidy homes on our block. To the
right of the entry hall was a cozy kitchen that led to the dining
room. To the left of the hall was a spacious living room. Also off
the entry hall was a long staircase leading to bedrooms on the
second floor. My room, I was glad to learn upon first seeing it,
had a view of lacy, green-leafed trees in a forested area across
the street. In springtime, purple wisteria growing abundantly on a
tall trellis attached to the side of the house emitted a heady
fragrance that faithfully greeted me whenever I approached
it.

 


Then, at the beginning of
summer, my mother would transform our living room into a southern
summer locale, an ambiance that remained until the fall. She would
send our dark slipcovers and Oriental carpets out for cleaning and
storage. Then she would put cool-looking white slipcovers on the
furniture and full-size beige rugs on the floor. Peacetime army
life was indeed pleasant for her, especially in the languid
atmosphere of the Deep South, where household help was both
inexpensive and plentiful.

 


Because Mother enjoyed
entertaining, she appreciated having help from Rosie, our heavy-set
and jovial black maid. Rosie was also my confidante. On some
afternoons after school I would sit on a stool in the basement and
watch her iron the linen tablecloths. As she and I made small talk,
usually about my day at school, her stout presence and the gentle
whirring of a nearby fan made me feel cozy and comfortable. Later,
if Mother expected other officers’ wives to stop by for tea, Rosie
would place a freshly ironed tablecloth on our round mahogany table
in the living room. On top of it, she would neatly arrange my
mother’s gleaming silver tea service and fragile china
cups.

 


My parents had a busy
social life at Fort Benning. Other couples often dropped by to see
them, and, according to army protocol, carefully dropped their
calling cards into an oval silver tray kept on a small table in the
entry hall. Mother enjoyed carefree days at the bridge table, and
she played both that game and golf frequently and well. The golf
courses where she played and the clubhouses in which she chatted
with friends—at Benning and on other posts—were elegant, just like
civilian country clubs.

 


The bombing of Pearl
Harbor made the social life infinitely less relaxed, and other
changes were rapidly becoming noticeable. Soon after the attack,
Omar Bradley ordered Fort Benning troops to guard the bridges and
electrical generating plants throughout the state of
Georgia.

 


Fears of sabotage or enemy
attacks also resulted in the enforcement of air raid drills. When
we heard sirens at night indicating that a drill was about to
begin, appropriately called a blackout, my father would often call
out to my brother and me. “Turn off the lights!” he would shout.
Then, like busy squirrels hunting for acorns, we would rush from
room to room to check that they were all off. Then we would sit
quietly in the bleak darkness of our home, as though sitting in a
cave, until the signal came on again to indicate that the drill had
ended.

 


During the early weeks of
1941, Irwin Rommel’s successes against the British in North Africa
were analyzed among 2nd
Armored Division officers at Fort Benning,
especially after the British started dubbing the sly German
commander “the desert fox.” After Pearl Harbor, armored warfare
became more and more a topic of discussion, and many officers,
including my father, were concerned that the U.S. Army’s Sherman
tanks would be no match for Germany’s heavy Panzers.

 


The war was also a major
topic of conversation among my classmates at the Benning Elementary
School. We children learned that the small countries of Hungary,
Romania, and Bulgaria had passively joined the Axis powers of
Italy, Germany, and Japan. War games played against imaginary Axis
soldiers became intense. A negative attitude towards Japan was
particularly evident one day at recess when I naively revealed to a
classmate, “The initials in my name, Jean Anne Peckham, spell JAP.”
From then on, I was teased about my unfortunate initials. This sort
of teasing would not be a problem much longer at Fort Benning,
however, because a new relocation would soon be headed our
way.

 


In January 1942, General Patton,
who had risen to the rank of two-star general, left Fort Benning
for a new assignment. The general’s leadership expertise had
impressed the army’s Chief of Staff George Marshall, who ordered
him to command the Desert Training Center in California. There, in
thousands of sand-covered acres about thirty miles east of Indio,
he was placed in charge of troops from several armored divisions,
who would be trained to perform tactical maneuvers in an arid
desert environment. The harsh exercises, such as being forced to
run for several miles in the sun while carrying rifles and wearing
full backpacks, were needed to prepare the troops to face the hot
desert of North Africa—and the Germans.

 


Willis Crittenberger, then a
brigadier general, replaced Patton as commander of the
2nd Armored Division. As Assistant Chief of Staff, Lieutenant
Colonel Howard Peckham worked closely with Willis Crittenberger and
his Chief of Staff, Lieutenant Colonel Maurice Rose. All
distinguished themselves later. Other later-renown staff officers
included Senator Henry Cabot Lodge, Jr., a reservist on active duty
who became a Republican candidate for Vice President of the United
States.

 


In January 1942, those same staff
officers received the discouraging news that Manila had fallen to
the Japanese, a surrender that set the tone for other capitulations
soon to follow. In February, the island of Singapore leaned forward
precariously and then toppled to the Japanese, like a top-heavy
brick wall.

 


Also that month, the Japanese
encircled Corregidor, the island in the Philippines on which
General MacArthur, commander of the combined American and Filipino
forces in the Philippines, had his headquarters. This
encirclement put him and his family in an
extremely perilous situation. Yet they found a way out of this
predicament. On March 11, just as dusk began to creep over the
tadpole-shaped island, the general, along with his wife Jean, young
son Arthur, and military escorts, discreetly boarded PT boats.
Their destination, in accordance with orders the general received
from President Roosevelt, was the island of Mindanao. From here,
they were flown on a B-17 to Australia, where they were
safe.

 


Jean, whom Douglas
MacArthur married in 1937 in Manila, was his second wife, and by
all accounts the marriage was happy. Up until the time the Japanese
bombed Pearl Harbor, the couple enjoyed a pleasant life in the
tropical, friendly atmosphere of the Philippines. They both liked
that country very much. The same cannot be said of his first wife,
the former Louise Cromwell. She found it impossible to adapt to the
Philippines after she and Douglas MacArthur moved there in 1922. In
addition to not liking the tropical weather, she often said that
Manila was too unsophisticated. A former socialite, she was used to
the glamour of Paris and New York.

 


When Dad arrived in Manila
in 1923, he undoubtedly heard rumors circling among his fellow
officers, possibly during a social hour at the Army and Navy Club,
that Louise’s negative attitude was putting a strain on her
marriage. Her complaints were often vocal, embarrassingly so. After
the MacArthurs returned to the United States in 1925, the marriage
continued to fall apart. It ended in divorce three years
later.

 


In Australia, his first
marriage only an unpleasant memory, MacArthur had time to ruminate
about the war. He hated what was happening to the Philippines and
felt chagrined that he couldn’t prevent its fall. Combined American
and Filipino forces on Bataan held out as long as they could, but
the strongly armed Japanese vastly outnumbered them.

 


On April 9, 1942, worn out
by hunger and disease and reduced in number due to a high casualty
rate, they surrendered. The Japanese then forced thousands of
American and Filipino prisoners of war to march about sixty
miles—without food and water—to a Japanese prison camp. Many
prisoners died along the way, especially those who had been in poor
health.

 


My father years later met a
few survivors of that “Death March,” including Colonel Edmund J.
Lilly, who served under him in 1949 in Paris. Before his capture,
Edmund had commanded the 57th Philippine Scout Regiment
and spent approximately forty months in Japanese prison camps,
where conditions were harsh and very often cruel. In a conversation
with Dad, he said the Scouts were excellent fighters.

 


Philippine Division
members, in spite of malnutrition and other hardships, performed
valuable reconnaissance work and ably maintained defensive
positions—until they could no longer counterattack strong assaults
by the Japanese.

 



Chapter 4: Old and New
Kentucky Homes

 


Weep no more my lady, Oh!
Weep no more today! We will sing one song for my old Kentucky home,
for the old Kentucky home, far away.—STEPHEN FOSTER

 


During the early
months of 1942, the Philippines, a country my
father had gotten to like and know very well as a young lieutenant,
suffered from one capitulation to another. After General MacArthur
left that country and found safety in Australia, President
Roosevelt ordered Jonathan Wainwright to succeed him as the
commander of the American and Filipino forces.

 


Then-Lieutenant General
Wainwright took on this task with courage and hoped that fate would
treat him well. Success was impossible to achieve, however. Only a
few weeks later, he wrote these words to Douglas MacArthur from
Corregidor, “We have done our best, both here and on Bataan.” Then
he added, “Although we are beaten we are still unashamed,” thus
proving that his pride was still intact, in spite of
defeat.

 


The next day, May 6, 1942,
he surrendered to the Japanese. He was then held in prison camps
for three years, during which he lived in squalor and a state of
near-starvation. Those years were agonizing for his wife, Adele
Wainwright, who worried about him unceasingly. When he was finally
released she was shocked to see that he looked as thin as a
skeleton.

 


I knew a little bit about
the Philippines already then, primarily because of the two brass
containers that went with us from home to home. “They’re called
chow pots,” my father explained to me one day. “After meats, fish,
and other foods were cooked, Filipino people could sit in a circle,
reach into the pot, and help themselves.” He had acquired the large
souvenirs when he was stationed on the Islands as a young
lieutenant.

 


In the spring of 1942 Dad
received new orders. So, at the end of May, our chow pots and other
household goods were packed and placed in a large van. We then left
Fort Benning. In our four-door sedan, Dad drove us on scenic narrow
roads adjacent to the budding fruit trees of Georgia, the hills and
dales of Tennessee, and finally the lovely blue-green pastures of
Kentucky. Our destination was Fort Knox, named after George
Washington’s chief of artillery. Here the United States maintains
its gold bullion depository, on a piece of valuable land that the
Treasury Department acquired from the army.

 


At Fort Knox, my father
had an important role to play in an expanding and highly mechanized
force known simply as the American Armored Force. At that time,
then-Major General Jacob L. Devers commanded the Force. At his Fort
Knox headquarters, he was responsible for expanding the Force,
which he had commanded at that post since August 1941.

 


Sixteen armored divisions
were eventually created under the Armored Force. My father was
assigned as Chief of Staff of the 8th Armored Division, which
been activated at Fort Knox in April 1942, only a month before our
arrival. It was serving as a training division at the post. Here
the division trained officers and enlisted men from other
divisions, as well as its own troops.

 


My father’s experience as
Assistant Chief of Staff of the 2nd Armored Division prepared
him well for this new assignment. His goal was to help bring the
8th Armored Division (whose war code name was Tornado) to a
prominent standing among the divisions. During the early weeks of
its formation, it was jointly commanded by two men—Thomas J. Camp
and Robert W. Grow—who were both brigadier generals at the time. In
his book In Tornado’s
Wake, author Charles R. Leach explains why
my father’s commanders had separate responsibilities:

 


To facilitate training, units of
the Division were grouped under Combat Commands A and B. General
Camp was assigned to head CCA; Brigadier General Robert W. Grow
assumed command of CCB. General Orders Number 3, Headquarters,
8th Armored Division,
dated April 1942, designated Lieutenant Colonel Howard L. Peckham
Division Chief of Staff.

 


My father’s assignment coincided
with his promotion to full colonel. A few weeks later, both Thomas
Camp and Robert Grow received new assignments. Brigadier General
William Grimes, a former cavalryman, replaced them.

 


I didn’t know anything about the
large German Panzer tanks in Europe about which my father had once
expressed concern, and I had certainly never seen one. I did see
Sherman tanks, however. One day I stood very close to one that was
on display at Fort Knox, and I recall feeling dwarfed by its big
treads and complex-looking weaponry. Nevertheless, I climbed into
it and smiled while a bald-headed sergeant walking by took my
picture.

 


As fate would have it, I would
never sit in one of those tanks again. my father’s stellar
performance during an intensive one-month course at the Armored
Force School brought about a change in his assignment. “I’ve
received orders to report to Camp Campbell later this month,” he
informed my mother and me one evening in early July 1942. He had
already told my brother.

 


“Oh, no!” Mother sobbed, while
pressing her head firmly against a wall in the stairway. She was
still in the process of hanging drapes at the windows, and we had
lived at Fort Knox for only three months. This was one of the few
times I ever saw her cry when told we would be moving. “I’m sorry,
dear,” Dad said sympathetically, “During wartime, officers are sent
where the need for their leadership is the greatest.” Feeling the
need to behave like a gallant army wife, my mother regained her
composure and began to pack.
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