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Interviewer: Today is March 28, and we are at the home of Mr. Ripkowski, who we are 

interviewing for the oral history project.  Would you state your name and what 

military branch you were in? 

Veteran:  Bill J. Ripkowski; sergeant; United States Army. 

 

Interviewer: And what time period did you serve? 

Veteran: Africa, Italy, and France during the war. 

 

Interviewer: That was World War II? 

Veteran: Right. 

 

Interviewer: Were you drafted? 

Veteran: I volunteered for the Army in 1941, and I thought I’d get my duty over, but they 

declared war after Pearl Harbor, so I was in for the duration—4½ years. 

 

Interviewer: When you volunteered, what motivated you to volunteer? 

Veteran: Because then you’d go in for one year and get out, but the war started and I 

couldn’t get out.  I had to stay in for the duration of the war. 

 

Interviewer: What did your family think about you joining? 

Veteran: They didn’t mind.  They supported me. 

 

Interviewer: So everybody in America realized that we were at war? 
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Veteran: With Japan, yes. 

 

Interviewer: What was your training like? 

Veteran: It was good, but it was tough, but it benefited me. 

 

Interviewer: Where did you train? 

Veteran: At Camp Bowie and Camp Lander, Florida. 

 

Interviewer: Both of them were in Florida? 

Veteran: No, the one at Brownwood wasn’t.  That was Camp Bowie—36th Division, “I” 

Company. 

 

Interviewer: Did you specialize in any one aspect of defense? 

Veteran: No, they just put you where they wanted to put you. 

 

Interviewer: So you didn’t get to choose? 

Veteran: No.  I wanted ordnance, but I didn’t get it.  I got the infantry. 

 

Interviewer: Did they let you specialize in any kind of weapons or anything? 

Veteran: No.  They just gave you a rifle and you trained on that rifle. 

 

Interviewer: How long did your training last? 

Veteran: In the infantry, approximately a year and a half.  They trained you with a 

company and you’d go through the routine every day.  Five days a week you may 

go out to the wood for maneuvers, and you’d come in on Friday and have 

inspection on Saturday, and then on Monday you’d go back to the woods. 

 

Interviewer: What was the inspection? 

Veteran: That’s where the troops marched on the parade grounds and marched forty-eight 

abreast. 

 

Interviewer: After you were finished with your training, did you feel like you were well 

prepared? 



-3- 

Veteran: Yeah. 

 

Interviewer: Where were you stationed after your training? 

Veteran: I went from Brownwood to Florida, and then went to Europe until I came back in 

November 1944.  I went to the rest camp in November 1944, and from there they 

sent me to Army Proving Ground at Aberdeen, Maryland.  I didn’t want to stay in 

the infantry.  They wanted to send me to Japan, and I told them I wasn’t going, so 

they sent me to the police force in Cleveland, Ohio.  After that, I got discharged 

in August 1945 in San Antonio, Texas. 

 

Interviewer: And so they moved you around quite a bit. 

Veteran: Oh, yeah. 

 

Interviewer: Did you have to travel by boat, or did you go by plane? 

Veteran: Do you mean in the states? 

 

Interviewer: Yes. 

Veteran: I went by boat back and forth overseas. 

 

Interviewer: Did you get seasick? 

Veteran: Oh, yeah—five times.  I got sick, and I couldn’t die. 

 

Interviewer: Did you get to mingle with any civilians while you were in Europe? 

Veteran: Oh, yeah.  They were real friendly—the French were, especially.  Now the 

Italians weren’t too popular.  I didn’t like them.  They weren’t clean like we 

were. 

 

Interviewer: What do you mean? 

Veteran: Sanitary. 

 

Interviewer: But the French liked you? 

Veteran: They were real good.  They weren’t in France, because we gassed some of them 

people over there in World War I.  One guy used a cuss word in French at me, 
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and I knew what he said, so I knew something was wrong, but he was blind.  

People were leading him around, and I said, “Bonjour, Monsieur,” and he said a 

nasty word back at me. 

 

Interviewer: But their military was kind to you? 

Veteran: Oh, yeah.  We didn’t have too much to do with them, though.  They stayed to 

themselves.  They were really poor compared to us. 

 

Interviewer: The military was poor? 

Veteran: They didn’t have much for defense.   

 

Interviewer: Did you get to sample their food and other parts of their culture while you were 

there? 

Veteran: Yeah. 

 

Interviewer: What did you think of it? 

Veteran: What they cooked was pretty good.  They drank wine. 

 

Interviewer: Did you sample their wine? 

Veteran: Yeah.  Some of it was pretty good, but some of it was what we called ‘rot gut.’ 

 

Interviewer: What were your daytime duties while you were over there?  Did you have any 

specific things you had to do? 

Veteran: When you were fighting, you pulled back behind the lines and you’d rest and 

recuperate.  They’d feed you pretty good, and some days you’d go back to the 

front, and then they’d bring you back again.  When you go back, if a man gets 

killed in your company, and I was a sergeant, you see, so my squad would have to 

take some of the men back up to the front. 

 

Interviewer: How long would they leave you on the front lines? 

Veteran: It differed in different battles—maybe two weeks, maybe a month.  Not hardly 

over six weeks.  It depended on how long you were there before you attacked one 
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another.  You’d knock most of them out and then move on.  You don’t stay in the 

same place very long.   

 

Interviewer: Did you sleep while you were out there? 

Veteran: Oh, yeah, you slept at nighttime if there wasn’t fighting or bombing going on.  If 

there was bombing, we didn’t sleep much.  But you’d get so damned sleepy, 

you’d go to sleep.  You didn’t care whether they killed you or not—honest. 

 

Interviewer: Did you have any duties when you weren’t on the front lines? 

Veteran: You kept your guns cleaned and stuff like that.  Sometimes you’d get to read the 

papers or something like that.  You don’t know what’s coming back next.  You 

have to go back up to kill people. 

 

Interviewer: How long did they give you to recuperate? 

Veteran: It was different each time, and depended on how bad they needed you back on the 

front.  If we didn’t get lot of men killed off on the front lines, they wouldn’t call 

us right away.  They’d wait awhile. 

 

Interviewer: Did you have any nighttime duties, like patrols? 

Veteran: You’d pull guard duty during the night.  I guarded General Patton until lights out, 

Bradley, and De Gaulle—that’s a French general.  A lot of times we guarded 

generals when they came back and bivouacked at the house.  We’d have guards 

going around one way and around the other way. 

 

Interviewer: Did you like guarding them? 

Veteran: Well, you had to—it was orders.  They taught you in the Army to honor and 

obey—you honor what they tell you to do and you obey it.  That’s what they 

called ‘discipline.’ 

 

Interviewer: What were you permitted to do during your free time? 

Veteran: We could go to town.  When we were in Africa, we may go to Tunisia, and when 

we were in Italy, we’d go to Sicily and Florence.  When we were in France, we’d 

go to Southern France, which looked like America. 
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Interviewer: What did you do when you got into town? 

Veteran: Get some wine to drink.  We really didn’t have much time off, so we had to be 

back in before 5:00 for retreat—that’s a bugle at nighttime when they lowered the 

flag.  After that we’d just go into our pup tent and lay down.  It held two men to a 

tent.  They had bigger tents, but that’s the one you carried on your back in your 

pack.  We used to also carry one wool blanket in our pack. 

 

Interviewer: That would keep you warm? 

Veteran: It would keep you warm.  Then with two in a tent, your body kept you warm—

the heat from your body.  When it snowed, you just made it the best you could. 

 

Interviewer: Where were you when you slept in the snow? 

Veteran: France. 

 

Interviewer: How big would you say this tent was? 

Veteran: About five by eight, plus the point.  We’d put our packs right up on the front end 

of it and use them for our pillows. 

 

Interviewer: Were you allowed to have contact with your family? 

Veteran: We never did call home, because it was too far at that time.  The only time I 

called home was when I came back from overseas, and called them from 

McGinty’s Drug Store and told them I was back in the states.  That was my one 

free call—the U.S. government paid for it. 

 

Interviewer: Did you get to write them? 

Veteran: Oh, yeah, you could write anytime you wanted.  They had a piece of paper we 

called like Stars and Stripes, and you could write a letter on that and pull it like 

an envelope and glue the top, and they would send it like that.  It didn’t cost you 

nothing.   

 

Interviewer: Did they restrict what you could tell your family? 
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Veteran: Oh, yeah, they’d cut it out.  They censored your mail, but they didn’t tell you 

about it.  They’d cut it out, because they didn’t want your parents to know. 

 

Interviewer: But they didn’t tell you what you could write? 

Veteran: No.  When we’d go to town they’d have what they called a Red Cross, and we’d 

go there and they’d have eggs, hot tea, and a donut, which cost about forty cents 

American money.  We’d go down and get a hot cup of tea and a donut, and it was 

a big thing. 

 

Interviewer: What was the general attitude about the war?  Were you guys in favor of what 

you were doing? 

Veteran: Yeah.  We wanted to catch Hitler and Mussolini.  Hitler was the big hoss from 

Germany and Mussolini was Italy.  General De Gaulle was France, but we 

learned later that he told his troops not to fight us.  He was for the Americans. 

 

Interviewer: Do you have any memories of the time you were there? 

Veteran: Yeah, buddy, I remember. 

 

Interviewer: Any outstanding memory that you may never forget? 

Veteran: Patton was a tough nut, and he was coming out of the mess hall one night.  I said, 

“Here comes that SOB.  I’m going to put it on him.”  I hollered, “Halt,” and he 

halted.  I said, “Who goes there,” and he said, “General Patton, American allied 

forces.”  So I said, “Advance and be recognized,” and so he stated back to me 

who he was.  So I said, “I said advance and be recognized, Sir.  I mean NOW.”  

So he advanced up to me and I said, “What’s the ATOS?”—which is the sign we 

had every day, like a loaf of bread tonight and tomorrow it might be biscuit, and 

if he didn’t give me that day, I knew you were a stranger.  So he gave me what 

they called a counter sign so he could pass on.  So I told him he could pass on, 

and he said, “Son, what are you doing out this time of the night?”  I said, “I’m 

sergeant of the guard,” and he said, “Well, what would have happened if I’d 

advanced?”  I said, “I guess you’d take my stripes away, wouldn’t you?” and he 

said, “I sure would have.”  He would! 
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Interviewer: But you were doing your duty, right? 

Veteran:  I was doing my duty, but if I’d have advanced him and he’d been the enemy, he 

could have killed me.  So then he told me, “You’re doing a damn good job.” 

 

Interviewer: How did you feel toward General Eisenhower?  Do you think he was a good 

person? 

Veteran: Number one man in my book.  I was glad he was president.   

 

Interviewer: What about your commanding officers? 

Veteran: We had good commanding officers.  The only way you’d get a bad commanding 

officer would have been when you were training them back when kids would get 

killed and you bring in a rear replacement who was trained in the ROTC, and 

they weren’t up to par.   

 

Interviewer: What did you think about President Roosevelt? 

Veteran: He was a good man, but I remember one time he said, “No American would fight 

on foreign soil,” but he was wrong there.  We went overseas.  I was in Ohio when 

he died.  He was a smart man, though. 

 

Interviewer: What did you think about President Truman? 

Veteran: He was a smart man.  One thing I didn’t like was not letting MacArthur go into 

Manchuria and destroy the Japs.  He could have destroyed them when he was 

over there.  We could have wiped the Japanese out if we’d have blowed up a river 

and tried to drown them.  That’s what he wanted to do. 

 

Interviewer: But Truman wouldn’t let him? 

Veteran: No.  He had to follow his commander-in-chief.   

 

Interviewer: What did you think about the use of the atomic bomb? 

Veteran: I think they should have used it earlier, because the American prisoners of war 

were so poor their bones were sticking out and about half of their teeth were loose 

in their mouth.  Malnutrition.  They didn’t feed them very good.  Like I said, they 

should have bombed them earlier. 
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Interviewer: We treated our prisoners of war better than that. 

Veteran: We treated them good, but they starved us.  That’s why we didn’t want to be 

captured. 

 

Interviewer: While you were there, did you suffer any injuries? 

Veteran: I got a bunch of ribs broken. 

 

Interviewer: How’d you do that? 

Veteran: I was driving a half track and run into a detail collision. 

 

Interviewer: Were you on the battlefield when that happened? 

Veteran: Yes. 

 

Interviewer: Did you get sick or suffer from any illnesses while you were there? 

Veteran: No, but before I went over there—on that boat ride—I was seasick. 

 

Interviewer: Did they do anything to help you when you were sick? 

Veteran: They had a pill, but it was like an aspirin.  They weren’t any good. 

 

Interviewer: Were other people sick like you? 

Veteran: Oh, Lord yes.  I ain’t gonna beat around the bush—I know!  When you hit the 

beach, you didn’t care whether you got killed or not.  We didn’t have no doctors 

for us, ‘cause we had people with legs shot off and wounded.  They were in 

worse shape than I was. 

 

Interviewer: Were you well fed while you were there? 

Veteran: Well, let me put it to you—yes and no.  When you’re at the front, you don’t get 

much food.  When you get back, you get what you’ve got to have.  It was fair.  

Could have been a lot better. 

 

Interviewer: After you got involved in combat, did you feel like they had trained you well for 

that?  Were you prepared? 
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Veteran: Oh yes, we were well trained, and we believed in fighting for one another.  “I’ll 

take care of you, and you take care of me.”  You had men in your squad that were 

like kids.  I had twelve men in my squad, and I’m assigned to watch twelve men.  

You had to watch them and tell them what to do. 

 

Interviewer: You had a lot of responsibility then with twelve people. 

Veteran: Yes.  They minded real good, but I never knew their first name.  We went 

‘Ripkowski’—that’s all.  It was the last name that we went by.  I know a lot of 

people right now, and they want to know a guy’s last name when we go to a 

reunion.   

 

Interviewer: Were you involved in the North African campaign? 

Veteran: Yes, I was there for eighteen months. 

 

Interviewer: Were you in Morocco or Algeria? 

Veteran: Algeria…Tunisia.  First I was in Casaree(sic) Pass, and from that to Tunisia. 

 

Interviewer: What did you do there for eighteen months? 

Veteran: Just routine Army stuff.  When we trained, we went to Italy.  You get organized 

and you invaded.  When it was over, you pulled back and regrouped your 

company, or our squad, and you train your men again to invade France. 

 

Interviewer: Did you go to Sicily and then Italy? 

Veteran: I went to Sicily, Salerno, Anzio. 

 

Interviewer: How were you treated when you arrived home from the war? 

Veteran: Good.  Mama and Daddy were glad to see me, and I was glad to see them. 

 

Interviewer: What about the American people?  Did they treat you like heroes? 

Veteran: Good.  Not long after, there was a meeting at the Lions Club, and they asked me 

to come and talk.  And then one time I was asked to come to the schoolhouse and 

get up on the stage and talk to the kids at the school.  That was hard to do, you 
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know, but I put my cap on and went.  I told them not to ask me a lot of questions 

about people getting killed.  I didn’t want to hear that. 

 

Interviewer: Were you awarded for your service? 

Veteran: You’d get a star for each campaign you fought in, like Africa, Italy, and France.  

They called that a campaign.  I had five campaign stars. 

 

Interviewer: What do they look like?  Are they little pins? 

Veteran: They’re little pins that you put on and wear like this.  And I made marksman in 

rifles.  You had to make certain scores to get a medal in rifle training. 

 

Interviewer: What was your rifle training like? 

Veteran: They trained you how to shoot a rifle.  They had a rifle range, and you’d be like 

on this side of your house and on that side of the house, they’d whip up a target 

and you’d shoot at it, and then they’d tell you how good you hit.  When you’d get 

on the firing line, they gave you the order to ‘fire,’ and then when that thing 

moves up you’d fire several shots and then you’d quit, and then they’d give you a 

signal showing how many bulls eyes you got and what your score was.  That’s 

how they trained you to shoot at soldiers by shooting at that bull’s-eye on the 

target. 

 

Interviewer: How big would you say the target was? 

Veteran: It was about eight inches and round.  You’d shoot at it and then you’d come so 

close, like a dart board, and if you get further back you don’t get much score.  It 

depended on how close you came to the bull’s-eye. 

 

Interviewer: How far away did you have to stand from the target? 

Veteran: About the length of a football field—150 yards. 

 

Interviewer: Wow.  So did the rifles have a special scope on them? 

Veteran: No.  They had a M-1 and 1903 and they didn’t have a scope.  It was just like a 

regular rifle. 
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Interviewer: And you got marksman, huh?  That’s really good.  How do you feel about the 

military now? 

Veteran: Well, when I was in there I was paid seventy cents a day--$30 a month, and now 

they get $300 and something. 

 

Interviewer: Do you think they’re overpaid? 

Veteran: What I went through, we didn’t like it, but we had to take it because that was the 

war.  Plus, they have better clothes than we had. 

 

Interviewer: How is it different? 

Veteran: They’re more weatherized.  We didn’t hardly have a raincoat.  When it came a 

rain, you had a little piece to cover your shoulder back under your slicker, and 

that was supposed to keep you from getting wet.  About eight inches back down 

the rest of that, the water would come on through. 

 

Interviewer: And now they have better equipment? 

Veteran: Yeah.  And they’re fed a lot better.  They have better food.  We ate C-rations out 

of a can made in 1918 and that was in ’41...  {END OF SIDE A} 

{SIDE B BEGINS} 

Veteran: …but the same thing three times a day.  You ate it cold, because at night you 

didn’t build a fire.  When you came back, they had a regular butane stove, and 

you just set the can on this grate to heat it.  We ate LOTS of canned peaches.  

After I’d eat the peaches, I’d use my canteen cup for the juice, and I’d down that 

peach juice. 

 

Interviewer: How do you feel about our government now? 

Veteran: I think it’s good.  I think Bush did a good job, but I think we’re gonna bite off too 

much over that 9-11. 

 

Interviewer: Do you think anything good will come from it? 

Veer I don’t know.  We’re tearing up too much country.  Who’s going to pay for that?  

You and I.  We’ve got too many of our troops scattered overseas is what I don’t 

like about it.  And, Bush said he wouldn’t touch Social Security, but he’s tearing 
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it up.  When your day comes, there may not be none.  Some people ask me when 

the war was going to end, and I said, “Well you damn fools, quit buying war 

bonds.”  When nobody pays for that war stuff, they’re going to end that war.  

That’s why they used that atomic bomb [in World War II], to cut that bill off.  It’s 

costing billions of dollars every day over there right now.  We go over there and 

tear it up, we’re going to go back over there and build it back, and in twenty 

years, we’re liable to be doing the same thing.   

 

Interviewer: Thank you.  I appreciate you answering my questions and your time. 

Veteran: You’re welcome.  Oh, and when we were out in the woods eating in the chow 

line, they’d have a tub with roast beef and cabbage, and you’d get one slice of 

bread, and half a peach.  But the general would get out of the re-con car—that’s 

what they’d ride around in—to see how our food was.  If it was good for you, it 

was good for them.  That made our morale come up high. 

 

Interviewer: You really admired all of the generals? 

Veteran: Yes. 

 

Interviewer: Was there a particular one that you liked? 

Veteran: Well, I liked Eisenhower the best.  And Mark Clark, I liked him a lot.  I liked 

General Patton, but he was strictly G.I.  He meant business.  You went to church, 

you carried your gun with you to church, because you can’t ever tell when they 

might attack you.  We’d go to church on Sunday, and were there with a damn gun 

on you.  I’ve been asked what we did about church when we went to battle.  They 

had priests or preachers from your denomination come in a talk to the men, bless 

them or give them absolution before they went to the front lines.  You can’t 

afford to get killed unless you’ve had your last sacraments.  Each time we had a 

different one.   

 

Interviewer: Did they have a chaplain that stayed with you guys most of the time? 

Veteran: We had a post chaplain that was with our company all the time.  We didn’t have a 

dentist, though.  I had to go to strange people to get my teeth fixed. 
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Interviewer: Did you have a cavity or an accident? 

Veteran: Yeah, we had cavities.  And the old bit was dull!  When we were at the last they 

had good dentists, but when we were at the front, we didn’t, and we had to pay 

for it, too. 

 

Interviewer: Well, thanks again for your time. 

Veteran: You’re welcome. 

 

{TAPE STOPPED—END OF INTERVIEW} 


