


and surrendering Germans. At one checkpoint a one-
horse wagon with four unarmed, bareheaded Nazi offi­
cers and three refugees aboard was being shepherded 
along by two nuns. Recause of the heavy flow of refu­
gee traffic, I quickly checked them out, casually men­
tioning to Andy that the nuns were in charge. 

"Well, by God!" he stormed. "This war has deterio­
rated into a hell of a condition when they let damn 
enemy officers wagon through the countryside under 
the charge of nuns!" 

A late April letter tells of a three-year-old Russian 
boy clinging to me at a DP camp and then four adults 
almost crushing my ribs with hugs when I related the 
news of their armies encircling Rerlin: "The Russians 
are marvellous people. . . . It is not too difficult to talk 
to them. A confused and cluttered German seems to 
help, and gestures plus sand drawings solve some of the 
more complex statements." 

My chauffeuring duties that memorable month of 
May included an assignment to a brigade captain or­
dered to search out and inspect a rumored German 
airplane assembly plant in our sector. We found the 
plant but no assembled planes. A letter from May 22 
tells about a two-day convoy trip covering more than 
seven hundred miles of Germany, moving 1,500 Russian 
DPs one way, then 1,330 French and 250 Belgians an­
other way. All went to railheads to board trains (box­
cars) for their countries. 

Rut all was not drudgery. A letter on May 28 details 
the experience of a trip to the Elbe River. An O.P. 
friend, Rob Mahen ("Tall-in-the-Saddle"), had permis­
sion to visit his brother Carl, who was with an antiair­
craft unit on the Elbe. Through some off-the-record 
finagling, I got to go along. In February Carl had been 
wounded but had been discharged from the hospital in 
Paris on May 1. We found him quartered with a gun 
battery in the town of Gardelegen, thirty miles west of 
the river. For the brothers it was a joyous reunion, and 
all of us, including Carl's buddies and I, got caught up 
in an evening of wine and song. 

The next morning, under Carl's guidance, the three 
of us drove to the Elbe River. I wanted to get some 
pictures of the damaged bridge beyond the village of 
Tagermunde. Through the blown-apart, tumljled-
down wreckage of the bridge, engineers had built a 
narrow wooden walk—up, over, and through the 
wreckage—allowing at least a pedestrian crossing. It 
was the U.S. Army's farthest "Eastern Allowable Pene­
tration" point. While we were up on the first planking, 
a Russian guard, from his post down in the middle of 
the wreckage, motioned vigorously for us to join him. 
We scurried down that rickety walkway and soon were 
shaking hands, laughingly conversing with gestures 
and my fractured high and low German while snap­
ping pictures of him and us. 
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WITH THE ARRIVAL of summer came the movement 
of all American troops into the southern sector of Ger­
many. My letters of the first weeks of June originated 
from a variety of one-night stands, as the battalion 
meandered down into Ravaria. A letter dated June 8 
from Landau on the Danube reports a new A.P.O. 
(mailing address) number and the news that the battal­
ion is now in the Third Army. That letter, which Geor­
giana received ten days later, triggered mixed feelings 
in her: "If you were slated for the Japanese Empire at 
least I'd have you for 30 days. If it's definite you're 
occupational your folks and mine are happy. Seeing all 
the servicemen in town and listening to Ike's homecom­
ing didn't help any today." 

That letter did not find me until July 27. In the 
interim, we O.P. non-coms had been quite busy with 
delivering messages and chauffeuring not only battal­
ions but also such units as military government and 
investigative staffs of the Counter Intelligence Corps 
and Office of Strategic Services. Through that summer 
my letters read like a travelog of battered western Eu-

Bob Mahen, the Russian guard, and Carl 
Mahen on the Elbe bridge. 
May 1945 



rope. From the Austrian border in the Salzburg area: 
"Now I've seen some real mountains. It's amazing I've 
seen the Alps before the Rockies!" Then from the 
Oberammergau area: "Occasionally a real lake would 
appear, and this, plus the thick pine woods gave me a 
twinge of lonesomeness for our cabin up at Trout 
Lake." As expected, I found a sad paragraph in my 
letter of June 27, 1945—our sixth wedding anniver­
sary—sent from Luxembourg, where I had gone on a 
mission. 

I shall probably drag myself through the day won­
dering more than ever just when it will be that I will 
again be in your arms. The minutes will struggle 
into hours and the hours will somehow, over a thou­
sand obstacles, make themselves into the day. And 
suddenly our sixth anniversary will be gone—our 
second one apart from each other I hope to God it 
will be our last separated one. 

And it was. 
There remained, however, a separation of nine 

more months through which we anguished our way 
trying to maintain an optimistic, cheery att i tude. It 
was not easy. Two or three times during July my letters 
noted that the battalion's status remained as Cat . II 
(category 2: bound for the Pacific). Wha t sustained 
both of us was my thought in one letter of a "great 
possibility of a 30 day furlough at home before being 
sent on to the Pacific, but wha t month (Sept., Oct. , 
Nov.) remains unknown.' ' On August I Georgiana was 
cheered by the delivery of four of my letters that were 
three and four weeks old. In her three-page answer 
that day, there is a melancholy tone in her description 
of "lots of G.I.'s in the store with their mothers or 
wives to pick out special food they've done without 
while overseas. We have no news of you later than 
July 15, so maybe—I'm just dreaming again." 

On that first day of August 1945, Georgiana 
and I appear to have been enveloped in the same 
melancholy mood, for while she was writing me 
that Wednesday evening, I, in my own time zone, 
seven or eight hours earlier, had apologized for 
the shortness of my letters "because there's noth­
ing to write about except the continuous odor of 
manure in this village, my inactivity and horri­
ble heart-tearing rumors of our battalion not 
getting home this year." Wha t sparked the sim­
ilarity of our moods that same day could well 
have been thoughts of our son's approaching 
fourth birthday on August 8. Thankfully, the 

'The War Department's discharge plan was a flexible sys­
tem of points gained by time in service, time overseas, battle 
zones experienced, age, and dependents. Point value fluctu­
ated as political winds back home kept changing directions. 

immediacy of these melancholy moods, whether indi­
cated or openly confessed, was gone by the t ime we 
received each other's letter. Weeks would have passed, 
as well as yesterday's dispositions. It was the golden age 
before direct dialing. Even as I wrote another blue note 
on August 7 the Enola Gay R-29 had returned to base 
on Tinian Island after completing its mission over Hiro­
shima. Ry the time Georgiana received my letter, it was 
V-J Day and the war was over. 

The V-J Day letter I wrote the night of August 15 is 
a pack of seven pages that overweighed its airmail enve­
lope and arrived with six cents postage due. At the 
letter's end I put the question that would be on all of 
our minds: "When do we get out? Well, you and every­
one at home know as much about it as we do. If you 
could see the thousands of 85 or higher pointers still 
over here you would understand who must be moved 
first. It looks like a long, tough sweat for my 49 point 
rank."^ 

In her V-J Day letter to me that day, Georgiana 
reported, "Stuart got to see all there was to see of Vic­
tory Day, but nothing was as impressive as the little kids 
in the block. They formed a parade of their own and, 
with regret, I took him out of the ranks to see mediocre 
sights downtown!" 

Ten days later, upon receiving my first postwar let­
ter, she wrote further reflections of that memorable V-J 
Day. This time all the bars were closed—in both cities! 
There was "lots of laughing and shouting, but everyone 
knew somebody who was never coming home. . . . At 

Exuberant crowd celebrating 'V-J Day 
into the night, probably 

in Minneapolis 
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V-J Day antics at the 
intersection of Seventh Street 

and Nicollet Avenue, Minneapolis 

first I thought it was just me," she wrote. "Then the 
next day at the store everybody said they felt that way. 
It must have been universal." 

She informed me that she had not, as yet, "filled the 
car's tank with gasoline. Now that rationing is over it 
doesn't seem to dwindle away so fast! I read in the 
paper that a man went one better on 'fill 'er up' com­
mand at a station. He called out: 'Splash 'er over!' An­
other motorist had a fill and the tank, not used to the 
weight, dropped off." 

The euphoric mood of V-J Day was enhanced for 
me on August 17, when I received temporary duty at 
two hotels in Rerchtesgaden that the U.S. Army had 
taken over to serve as rest and relaxation centers. I had, 
to say the least, a plush assignment. All I had to do was 
drive my jeep on errands for the hotel staff and perform 
small supply and marketing runs for the chef. Judging 
by my letter home announcing the assignment, the best 
percs were "no guard duty, no reveille, no aggravating 
detail duty and—thank God!—no more manure-filled 
streets of Waging village! The war is certainly over!" 

DURING the remaining months of 1945 our letters, 
while still newsy accounts of our day's happenings, 
tend to reflect more and more what was really gnawing 
at us—^War Department vacillations in carrying out 
discharge plans. Every third or fourth letter through 
those months contains a comment or two about some 
rumor, rumble, or argument concerning the latest 
"point spread" between duty-bound and home-bound 
G.I.s. On September 21 I wrote: "Whenever soldiers 
meet the conversation is "points' along with Congress' 
pending action regarding two year men and fathers." 

Then in next day's letter I report: "According to 
today's news I again have 49 points. This point 
system is getting laughable. Up, down, in and 
out we go!" 

From Georgiana came worrisome ques­
tions and wondering comments that were 
prevailing on the home front. October 17: 
"We read and hear much about the E.T.O. 
men with 44 points being replaced after the 
first of the year. Haven't you heard that?" 
October 19: "Does that softly whispered 
change of 50 points discharge by Decem­
ber mean anything to us?" November 9: 
"G.I.s with 45 points and over are being 
discharged in the U.S. Will you tell me 
why so much legislation has been put 
across to soothe the brows of those 'un­

fortunate' ones who have never been overseas?" Decem­
ber 16: "There has been a complete blackout as to 
change in point scores from the War Department. 
That's no help! As an added attraction hardly any mail 
is getting through. I should get first prize for grum­
bling, shouldn't I?" 

What she wrote about the mail was factual, but 
nominating herself for the grumbling award was erro­
neous. Nobody could outgrumble the G.I. combat vet­
eran. What had contributed to the foul-up of our per­
sonal mail delivery was the deactivation of the 
battalion that had brought me overseas. Then, from 
October on, the unit I was transferred into had four 
A.P.O. address changes. In addition, I was sent on as­
signments in five different localities: Rerchtesgaden 
and Munich, Germany; and Salzburg, Wels, and Linz, 
Austria. 

With the dawn of 1946 our worries and frustrations 
escalated almost into despair with the War Depart­
ment's devastating announcement that the point system 
of discharging would be abandoned. Deployment and 
discharge would be accomplished "only at the Army's 
pleasure." At the time I was on duty in the security 
section of the Transportation Corps at Linz. When the 
Stars b- Stripes broke the story on January 5, tempers of 
the thousands of G.I.s billeted in the city rose almost to 
flashpoint. Tempers were short not only about the 
point-system abandonment, but also Secretary of War 
Robert Patterson's admitted ignorance of the system 
and how it worked. Every "pipeline-bound" soldier 
was a bundle of nerves awaiting the Stars 6- Stripes of 
the day. In one letter I reported, "And when the paper 
hits the street murmurs and vocal abuse crescendo into 
roars as we read another asinine statement by some 
character in a supposedly responsible position. For ex­
ample: General Collins, Public Relations Officer of the 
General Staff: 'There are few, if any men who are left 
in Europe that ever heard a shot fired in this war!'" 
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That irrational action by the War Depar tment not 
only alienated we moldering warriors overseas but was 
mostxiistressing to loved ones awaiting us at home. "All 
the announcements coming from the War Depar tment 
about demobilization have me frightened no end," 
Georgiana wrote. A later letter of hers pronounced, 
"It's getting impossible to wait for War Depar tment 
announcements, letters or word from you if you are 
needed or not in Europe. And wouldn't this last hurdle 
be the most confused one!" 

During the last days of January my letters, however, 
exhibit a growing conviction that within a few weeks 
my forty-nine points would qualify me for discharge. 
Throughout the month , despite all the nerve-wracking 
press releases from posturing officials and misguided 
editorialists back home insisting that deployment was 
"now at too rapid a pace," men with fifty-two to fifty-
five points continued to be transferred into home-
bound units. In a January 22 letter I mentioned that "if 
I were in Italy I'd be on my way home or, at least ready 
to ship. Maybe V-Me Day is pretty close at that." Then 
there is my January 31 letter: 

I met a new "stateside" replacement last night. He's 
a new kid that came up from Salzburg as currier 
from headquarters. We have over a hundred such 
replacements and more due in. The outfit will soon 
be a "young" unit. My day for transferring must be 
getting close. Yesterday the battalion executive offi­
cer offered me a couple of promotions if I would 
sign up for 60 or 90 more days. It's nice to know that 
I had the privilege of refusing. 

It was February 8, 1946, that the long-awaited 
news of my "particular day of transferring" burst upon 
me. Orders were that on the following Thursday—Feb­
ruary 14—1 would be transferred into the Eighty-third 
Division, which was scheduled to sail early in March. 
How absolutely appropriate, I thought, to start the 
journey home to my love on St. Valentine's Day! 

Ry February 16 I was in the pipeline with dozens of 
other home-bound soldiers from the Linz area. Trucked 
up into the small resort village of Rad Aussee in Aus­
tria's highland and lake district southeast of Salzburg, 

we remained packed inside two or three local inns of 
that snow-engulfed village for a week. There was no 
incoming mail, for on my last day in Linz, post-office 
forwarding cards had been filed. Georgiana would be 
getting back her letters—to be followed shortly, we 
trusted, by her husband. The last dispatch, the end-
most communication in our collection of 1,116 letters, is 
a Western Union NLT cab le n ight l e t t e r d a t e d 
March 2, 1946. RUY THAT BEEF ROAST AM NOW 
IN LEHAVRE SHOULD SAIL W I T H I N TEN DAYS 
ALL MY LOVE — JOHN 

THUS IT E N D E D — m y winter project of perusing our 
wart ime letters: 1,116 of them unfolded, read, refolded. 
Sorted, bundled, accompanied by forty-five pages of 
notes on legal-pad paper and now assembled into four 
conveniently sized boxes, properly labeled. They rest 
atop a low-legged console table in my den. It is early 
spring of 1988. Ringing in my ears is Georgiana's prem­
ise: "Maybe by springtime a decision will come easier." 

It does not. I am no longer noncommittal about the 
letters. We should keep them. Georgiana insists hers 
should be thrown away—only mine should be saved. 
This is ludicrous. The collection becomes meaningless, 
I tell her, if one-half of the whole is destroyed. The 
argumentative banter continues until all we do is agree 
to disagree. Through the spring days of 1988 I conclude 
that , because the letters are out of the attic, no longer a 
part of its tucked-away jumble, now arranged and cat­
aloged in sensible order, the major condition of "doing 
something about them" has been met. I will hold the 
collection in my den, and on occasion, when the signs 
are right and moods in sync, reopen the subject about 
its final disposition. 

Rut it was not to be. As spring evolved into summer 
Georgiana's health began to deteriorate, and for the 
next eighteen months the battle was fought to save her 
from that most insidious of all diseases—cancer. The 
matter of our letters never again was raised. She died 
on the Sunday evening of December 3, 1989. Down in 
my den our wart ime letter collection remains neatly 
boxed and undisturbed. The same cannot be writ ten 
about my memories or emotions. ' 

*The author has agreed to donate the correspondence to 
the Minnesota Historical Society. 

The photos on p. 65 and 66 are from the MHS collections; all 
others are the author's. 
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