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Highlights of Service: World War II—saw combat at Battle of the Bulge; German POW 

for short time; Korea—saw combat 
  

 

 

Interviewer: This is an interview with Ernest Hamilton at ___ Harold Lane in Baytown. 

 Are you aware that this conversation will be recorded and that the tape and 

transcription will be placed in the Lee College library?  Do I have your 

permission to do that? 

Veteran: Yes. 

 

Interviewer: Where are you from? 

Veteran: Florence, Arkansas. 

 

Interviewer: Did you enlist or were you drafted? 

Veteran: I was drafted in 1944. 

 

Interviewer: How old were you? 

Veteran: 18. 

 

Interviewer: Were you nervous when you heard that the draft had started? 

Veteran: I don’t think I knew enough about it to even worry about. 

 

Interviewer: So you had been keeping up with what had been going on with the United States 

and Japan? 

Veteran: My birthday was April 3rd, and about April 9th I was in the Army.  They drafted 

me quick. 
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Interviewer: So this was a couple of years after Pearl Harbor.  I have been studying in history 

that even though we had been trying to stay out of the war, after Pearl Harbor a 

lot of the people in the U.S. had the same feeling—let’s go.  Did you feel that 

way? 

Veteran: I wasn’t old enough, because I wasn’t but about 15 or 16 when Pearl Harbor was 

attacked. 

 

Interviewer: Were you in the Army? 

Veteran: Yeah. 

 

Interviewer: Where did they send you for training? 

Veteran: Camp Robinson, Arkansas. 

 

Interviewer: Did you have a lot of friends going in with you? 

Veteran: A couple went in the same time I did, but I never saw them again after that. 

 

Interviewer: How long were you in training? 

Veteran: Seventeen weeks, then we went to Shelby, Mississippi, and went on maneuvers 

for thirty days. 

 

Interviewer: When you got your orders, where were you sent? 

Veteran: While I was there, my dad passed away.  I went home, and then I caught up with 

my unit, which was the 69th Division, and they were going overseas.  I caught up 

with them in New York, our port of embarkation.  We went to Manchester, 

England.  When the Battle of the Bulge broke out, we were very quickly moved 

into Belgium. 

 

Interviewer: What was your rank? 

Veteran: Used to you were a private when you first went in, and I think I was either a 

private or a PFC when I went overseas.  I forget, it’s been so long.  From 

Belgium, they took us out of the 69th and we went to the 83rd, because there was 

so many casualties, that they needed replacements fast. 
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Interviewer: So the 83rd is called a division? 

Veteran: Yeah, an infantry division. 

 

Interviewer: Whose command were you under? 

Veteran: I don’t know whether it was General Sampson—I’m not real sure. 

 

Interviewer: Did your responsibilities change from day to day, or did your division have a 

specific job that you were trying to do? 

Veteran: At first, all we were trying to do was get the Germans back out of there and push 

them back, because they had made a big bulge down there a long way.  We were 

supposed to push them back into Germany. 

 

Interviewer: Actually, we’ve just learned about that in my history class.  There was a lot of 

trench warfare in World War I.  What was it like for you when you were there? 

Veteran: Well, it was cold, for one thing, and it was in a heavily wooded area called the 

Ardenne Forest.  Later on, we were in the Herrigan(sic) Forest, and it was all 

cold.  It was just a daily fight back and forth. 

 

Interviewer: When you camped at night, did the fighting stop? 

Veteran: No, you just stayed wherever you were.  If you could, you’d dig a foxhole, but 

the ground was so frozen, and there were so many tree roots, you couldn’t do 

much. 

 

Interviewer: How long would you go without sleep? 

Veteran: You didn’t sleep that much, because all during the night there was shells coming 

in or gunfire back and forth.  Very little sleep. 

 

Interviewer: So nothing you had done before could prepare you for what you were going 

through. 

Veteran: No. 

 

Interviewer: How long did the fighting last? 

Veteran: I guess the Battle of the Bulge went on for three or four months. 
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Interviewer: So you went through constant fighting. 

Veteran: Yeah, when you were in the frontlines, some days were quieter than others, but 

none of them were good. 

 

Interviewer: About how many men were there with you? 

Veteran: With me there was just a company, but they were all along the front just covering 

the whole area.  Really the main ones you knew about was your own outfit. 

 

Interviewer: About how many were in your company? 

Veteran: I guess about 180, something like that. 

 

Interviewer: Were there any particular weapons that the Germans were using? 

Veteran: There weapons were pretty good.  It was pretty even most of the time. 

 

Interviewer: When ya’ll were fighting like that, were there a lot of planes overhead? 

Veteran: If the weather permitted there would be, but a lot of times the weather was so bad 

that winter that there wasn’t many planes. 

 

Interviewer: And what was the area you were in? 

Veteran: The Ardenne Forest and the Herrigan(sic) Forest. 

 

Interviewer: You hardly had a chance to sleep, and probably didn’t have much chance to eat, 

so you probably didn’t get a chance to write many letters to anybody. 

Veteran: No, on a very rare occasion.  I’ve thought about it lots of times—we never took a 

bath that whole time.  There wasn’t no place to bathe, because it was cold with 

snow everywhere.  I guess if we stunk we didn’t know it. (Laughter) 

 

Interviewer: I guess that was the last thing on your mind.  Did you have any other family in 

the war at the same time? 

Veteran: I had a brother, but he was in the Air Force.  He was a mechanic on a B-29, and 

just about the time the war ended in Japan he was sent to Okinawa, and he was in 

the Air Force a lot longer than I was in the Army. 
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Interviewer: You were there in the winter of 1944.  At the end of the four months that you 

were there, how did the fighting stop? 

Veteran: Well, it didn’t stop.  You just pushed them back.  They were still fighting 

everywhere you went, but at least you kind of broke their back, I guess you’d call 

it. 

 

Interviewer: When did you become a POW? 

Veteran: I was a POW in April of 1945.  We had crossed the Eb(?) River, even though 

according to history the American Army never crossed it, but we did.  We went 

across it, because I got captured on the other side, but I think they all went back 

across the river.  There was four of us on a listening post, and the whole German 

army came up through a valley behind us.  They took us to a German division 

headquarters and interrogated us.  Then they put us in a tunnel under the building, 

because our planes were bombing their building.  When we were in that tunnel, 

every time a bomb would hit, dirt and stuff would jump about six inches in the air 

off of that tunnel, so you were afraid of it caving in, but it didn’t. 

 

Interviewer: When they first took you there, did you see a lot of other prisoners? 

Veteran: Yeah, there was quite a few. 

 

Interviewer: Were they all American soldiers? 

Veteran: Yeah, all I seen there were Americans.   

 

Interviewer: How long were you there? 

Veteran: From there we walked a long way, and then we rode.  I was in Stalag 11A, 

somewhere out of Brandenburg, Germany.  I don’t know exactly where it’s at.  

When the Russians were taking Berlin, you could hear “thumps” that were way 

off, and at night it just lit up back in there where the Russians were firing.  They 

almost destroyed Berlin.  I don’t know exactly how far it was. 

 

Interviewer: So the four of you were kept together? 

Veteran: Yeah. 
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Interviewer: Ya’ll were able to talk? 

Veteran: We weren’t kept together all the time after we got back to prison camp, but we 

were when they were carrying us back. 

 

Interviewer: So was this a small tunnel you were in? 

Veteran: It was a pretty good sized tunnel.  They had it for a bomb shelter.  

 

Interviewer: How long was your interrogation? 

Veteran: They had us all in a room, and they would call one out at a time.  This one guy 

that was questioning us had lived in Chicago most of his life, so he knew perfect 

English.  They would come out and talk to you, and if you told them you knew 

nothing they would call you a “dumkoff,” and everything else.  Tell you that you 

were stupid.  They wanted to know how many tanks we had, and nobody would 

tell them that.  They asked me who my commanding general was, and I told them 

I didn’t know.  I did—seemed like it was Simpson, I believe—but that wasn’t 

going to help them either way, and I sure wasn’t gonna say nothing. 

 

Interviewer: You heard when the Russians were trying to take over Berlin, and you said you 

could hear the thumps from the bombs and see everything lighting up.  Was it 

much longer after that when you were released? 

Veteran: There were some officers from Safe Headquarters in England that flew over and 

bailed out into that prison camp, and they made a deal to let us all go.  There was 

probably fifteen or twenty thousand prisoners there—all nationalities…Russians, 

French, etc.  Wasn’t too long a big convoy came through the German lines and 

came in there and started hauling us out back through the German lines.  Of 

course, they were all wanting to go with us, because they didn’t want them 

Russians to get a-hold of them, so they started jumping in the truck, and they’d 

have to stop and make them get out. 

 

Interviewer: The German soldiers? 

Veteran: Yeah.  They wanted out of there. 
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Interviewer: These were British officers that were able to come in and make the deal? 

Veteran: No, one of them was a colonel from Eisenhower’s Supreme Headquarters in 

England.  They just came in and bailed out, but they knew nobody would bother 

them.  They made the deal to get us out, because the Germans knew they were 

losing.  We got out of there, and they flew us back to Le Havre, France, at Camp 

Lucky Strike, and from there we came home. 

 

Interviewer: About how long do you think you were there? 

Veteran: I wasn’t imprisoned but about a month. 

 

Interviewer: What did it feel like when you saw that they were there to pick you up? 

Veteran: I couldn’t believe it. 

 

Interviewer: After Camp Lucky Strike you went home?  What was the date—1945? 

Veteran: Yeah, we was at Camp Lucky Strike when Germany surrendered.  We got on 

boats there and headed home. 

 

Interviewer: Do you know what boat you got on? 

Veteran: The John Erisson (sic). 

 

Interviewer: After that you were discharged, did they keep you in the service until the war was 

over? 

Veteran: After I was home on leave for sixty days, I went to the Arlington Hotel in Hot 

Springs, Arkansas, and the day that I got there, Japan surrendered, so that stopped 

that.  I went to Camp Robinson again and stayed there until my time was up, and 

then I went home. 

 

Interviewer: Were you married at the time? 

Veteran: No. 

 

Interviewer: You were 18, so I didn’t know if you were.  You were a little young, but some 

people got married early.  Did you know Sharon at that time? 
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Veteran: No, I didn’t.  When I came home, I think they were moving into the farm up from 

us.  She was a little old bitty thing.  Later on I went back to Japan.  I was gone the 

first time for four years on that deal. 

 

Interviewer: So when you came home the first time, you were up at the Arlington Hotel, and 

then you went home from there.  Were you discharged at that point? 

Veteran: Yeah. 

 

Interviewer: Japan had surrendered, but you had to go back? 

Veteran: No, I volunteered this time.  Wasn’t nothing else to do. 

 

Interviewer: That was four years later, so that was 1949? 

Veteran: I didn’t go right back in, so it would have been 1948 that I went back.  I enlisted 

for three years and had been in Japan about two and a half years when the Korean 

War broke out.  They sent us back to Korea and extended us another year, so I 

wound up being in four years. 

 

Interviewer: So the second time you went back, since you had already been in once did you 

have to go through training again? 

Veteran: No. 

 

Interviewer: What did your family think about you going back? 

Veteran: They didn’t think too much about it, I guess.  Didn’t say that much.  There wasn’t 

nothing to do down there. 

 

Interviewer: The second time you went to Japan, where did you go first? 

Veteran: I left from Fort Knox, Kentucky, and then I went to Fort Monmouth, New Jersey, 

and went to school.  I left there and had what they call a delay-in-route and went 

by home, then went to San Francisco and headed out.   

 

Interviewer: What kind of school was that in New Jersey? 

Veteran: They called it a power school; it was in radio communications and repairing 

electrical equipment in the Army. 
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Interviewer: When you were finished with the school there you were sent to San Francisco.  

Did you fly or were you on a ship? 

Veteran: We were on a ship. 

 

Interviewer: And you went to Japan.  What part? 

Veteran: It might have been Sasabo, but I’m not sure. 

 

Interviewer: How was it different from the first time?  Were you going into heavy fighting at 

first? 

Veteran: No, they had surrendered by then.  In fact, it’s amazing how well they treated us.  

The Japanese were really kind to us. 

 

Interviewer: Really? 

Veteran: Yeah, they were.  It was amazing. 

 

Interviewer: So this was in… 

Veteran: ’48. 

 

Interviewer: And this was before everything in Vietnam.  So, why were ya’ll in Japan? 

Veteran: They just had a lot of soldiers stationed there occupying the country.  I went to 9th 

Corps Headquarters at Sendai, Japan.  I went to school a couple of different times 

at Yokohama.  In fact, I was in school when a war broke out on a little island 

called Eta Jima, where the Japanese Naval Academy used to be—a beautiful 

place.  But they shut that school down when that war broke out, and we were 

gone!  We went back to our units. 

 

Interviewer: What year was that? 

Veteran: I think it was 1950 when the Korean War broke out, so I think it was 1950. 

 

Interviewer: When did they shut down the Japanese Naval Academy? 
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Veteran: The Americans to had taken it over and made a school out of it, and so that’s 

where I was, but they sent us back to troop headquarters at Yokohama.  I’d say 

probably within a week we were in Korea. 

 

Interviewer: So from school back to the island where your base was and then within a week 

you went to Korea, and when you went there, what was the situation like? 

Veteran: What troops they had, the American troops pushed back into that perimeter at 

Puson, so we landed at Puson Harbor.  In fact by the time you got off the boat, 

you were really in enemy territory pretty much.  We didn’t have much 

equipment—very little.  

 

Interviewer: Why didn’t you have the equipment you needed?  Because it happened so 

quickly? 

Veteran: Yeah, and after World War II they figured that was the end of all that stuff, and 

then when North Korea invaded South Korea, they just didn’t have nothing.  We 

didn’t have enough shells or nothing else. 

 

Interviewer:  So you went right into fighting.  How long did that go on? 

Veteran: I stayed over there thirteen months.  We was up nineteen miles from the Yellow 

River when the Chinese got into it.  It’s a little river between North Korea and 

China.  We had to pull back, because they were pushing everybody back—there 

was so many of them.  There was just thousands and jillions of them.  I was then 

a radio repairman for the 64th Field Artillery, and these pilots flying little old 

observation planes said there was just rows of them down there, and our planes 

were coming down there strafing them, and they wouldn’t even break formation.  

Said they just kept coming there were so many.  A lot of them got back behind us, 

and they didn’t shoot at us.  We didn’t shoot and them, and they didn’t shoot at 

us. 

 

Interviewer: Where did you end up? 

Veteran: We wound up down by Seoul—way back down.  In Seoul, they said this was as 

far as we were going, that this was where we were going to make a stand.  While 

we were there, the Marines busted in and took the pressure off of us, and we 
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started moving back north.  We went back up to a walled city, and I’d never seen 

so many dead people in my life—women and kids.  I can’t remember exactly 

where we were up in the mountains when they came up with a point system, and I 

had the second highest points.  It wasn’t long until I was out of there and came 

back home. 

 

Interviewer: On the point system, you said you had the second highest number of points.  How 

did you get points? 

Veteran: From the time you spent overseas and the time you spent in Korea.   

 

Interviewer: So what did you get for your points? 

Veteran: You got to go home!  (Laughter)  They told me they’d make me master sergeant 

if I stayed sixty days, and I told that lieutenant, “If you told me I could go home 

in the morning or I could make master sergeant, I’d go home!”  (Laughter)  He 

said, “I don’t blame you one bit, because you can get killed around here.”  I had 

one friend that was a sergeant in another artillery unit, and he volunteered to stay, 

and they came down and told me he got killed the day I left, so he could have 

been leaving with me. 

 

Interviewer: This was when the Marines had relieved you in Seoul, and then you went back 

north.  Where were ya’ll heading?  Where were you supposed to go? 

Veteran: We were pushing the Koreans and the Chinese back out of South Korea and up as 

far as we could. 

 

Interviewer: How long after ya’ll started that did you find out that you had enough points to go 

home? 

Veteran: It was probably six or seven months. 

 

Interviewer: What was your average day like? 

Veteran: Sometimes it was pretty rough, and some times it wasn’t so bad.  Sometimes 

we’d be hitting them, and sometimes they’d be hitting us. 
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Interviewer: Was it like when you were in Belgium, and you’d just build yourself a foxhole 

and anchor there, or did you actually have some camps that you were set up in? 

Veteran: Most of the time you didn’t stay in one place too long.  You’d dig foxholes, 

because it was the wise thing to do.  The nights were bad, because it was cold in 

Korea.  It was thirty below at times.  They’d be down there below you barking 

like dogs and cawing like crows, making all kinds of racket.  They used whistles 

to maneuver into position to attack.  They had signals and you knew they were 

coming. 

 

Interviewer: So ya’ll didn’t just walk around. 

Veteran: No, you stayed down, because you knew they was coming. 

 

Interviewer: Was the kind of fighting you were in with the Koreans worse than the fighting 

you did against the Germans? 

Veteran: In some ways, because with the Koreans and Chinese the enemy was everywhere.  

There’d be snipers shooting at you.  Me and this buddy of mine, we had to go 

back through some mountains before it was cleared out, and we went in an old 

truck that wouldn’t go fast, and every once in awhile they’d shoot at you and 

you’d hear them bullets hitting that old metal, and we’d go just as fast as we 

could down through there.  There was always somebody along the way that 

would shoot at you. 

 

Interviewer: So by the time you went home, you said they added on another year so you were 

there for four years and came home in… 

Veteran: April ’52. 

 

Interviewer: Didn’t you say you’d just had a birthday? 

Veteran: Yeah, my birthday was in April; I went in the service in April; I got captured in 

April. 

 

Interviewer: You know, I think that in my history class my professor was saying there was 

something about April.  Everything was always happening in April.  So when you 

were sent home, were you done for good then? 
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Veteran: Yeah, I got out of the Army.  I had my time in. 

 

Interviewer: Was there ever another opportunity to go in, or did you ever think about going 

back in again? 

Veteran: I know you think it’s funny and real weird, but I swear it’s the truth.  I was in 

Korea, and I decided to reenlist, even though I was going to come home.  I started 

across the rice field—and this is the God’s truth—it was like I run into a wall, and 

a voice said, “You stay in this Army, you’ll die.”  But that’s the truth.  It was a 

loud, angry voice, and so I knew that was it.  I knew if I stayed in the Army 

something would happen. 

 

Interviewer: And how much longer after that encounter did you get out? 

Veteran: Just shortly thereafter my time came and I got out.  But I had kind of planned on 

staying in.  I had planned on reenlisting, and I know that’s weird, but I can 

remember it just as well.  It was just like I’d run into a wall out on that rice patty, 

and that voice was loud, it was angry. 

 

Interviewer: At this time you knew Sharon.  Were ya’ll dating yet or sweethearts? 

Veteran: No.  When I got out that last time in April of ’52, I couldn’t believe she had 

growed up.  (Laughter)  But I still didn’t think of dating her because I was older, 

but we’ll soon be married 52 years in September. 

 

Interviewer: Congratulations! 

Veteran: I got out in April, and we got married September 19th.   

 

Interviewer: Didn’t want to waste any time in life.  You said you went through this one area 

and had seen a lot of women and children.  Did you have any idea what had 

happened?  I had heard that Japanese would shoot their own people.  I had heard 

these women were jumping off of cliffs because they really thought the 

Americans were going to hurt them. 

Veteran: Well, what killed these was our Air Force strafing them.  They were refugees, and 

roads were just filled with them.  We had to get off of the highway because there 

were so many dead on that road.  Old people, women, babies. 
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Interviewer: Did you ever come across any people that you thought were just innocent 

civilians and they were trying to harm you? 

Veteran: Well, they’d fool you sometimes.  I know a case where there was this man, his 

wife, and daughter came in and was hungry, and they fed them.  Well, they went 

right back up the road and hid up there and opened up on some of our troops and 

they killed all three of them—the same ones they had just got through feeding. 

 

Interviewer: I heard that was one of the harder things about this war was that they had so many 

people you didn’t know if they were friendly or not. 

Veteran: Yeah, it was bad.  The thing that bother me most was the kids, because I know 

one day we were moving up and the North Koreans had put a whole row of men, 

women, and kids, up to their neck in dirt, and they had left them.  They were all 

dead—just their heads sticking up. 

 

Interviewer: Were there ever any light-hearted moments for you guys?  Any good stories that 

you can remember about that? 

Veteran: This Campbell, me and him was together a lot, and he was a long, tall, lanky guy 

who had his front teeth out.  He had a piece of shrapnel in his buttocks, but he 

wouldn’t go back and have it took out, because he was afraid he wouldn’t be able 

to come back to same outfit.  He was always dancing around singing, “All I want 

for Christmas is my two front teeth.”  (Laughter)  I never will forget him. 

 

Interviewer: So you had some things to keep you going. 

Veteran: Sometimes it wasn’t very nice, I guess, but we’d be directing artillery fire and 

would catch a bunch of ‘em out in the open rice patties, and we’d watch ‘em 

running in every direction, and would call artillery to head ‘em off, and boy they 

would run, and we would laugh.  I know it wasn’t funny to them. 
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Interviewer: When you left, did you have friends that you kept up with? 

Veteran: No, not really.  We were at a dance after I came home in Arkansas, and here 

come two guys into the dance hall that was good buddies of mine in Korea.  They 

were just passing through and happened to stop, and I couldn’t believe it.   

 

Interviewer: It was good to see them. 

Veteran: Yes, it sure was. 

 

Interviewer: How many children do you have now? 

Veteran: Two. 

 

Interviewer: Did any of them ever want to go into the military, or would you ever have let 

them? 

Veteran: Well, they weren’t really needed at that time, and Randy worked for Exxon for 

twenty-something years.  Aaron is a pilot for ____, and he was a plane 

commander, but he never had any wartime experience.  He flew big tanker planes 

in the Air Force. 

 

Interviewer: I think that’s about it.  Is there anything in particular that we didn’t talk about? 

Veteran: No.  There are still some things that cause me problems. 

 

Interviewer: I can imagine.  There was one thing I was thinking about earlier.  Just because I 

see this in movies and on TV, that there were always choppers taking people in 

and out.  Were ya’ll in the kind of area that they could do that? 

Veteran: Back in World War II, they used jeeps with stretchers and everything else.  They 

didn’t fly you out on helicopters.  They did some in Korea, but a lot of times 

they’d haul you out in ambulances. 

 

{TAPE STOPPED—END OF INTERVIEW} 


