
*. S. 4(uM

VETERAN: WILLETT E. LAUGHLIN

HIGHEST RANK/GRADE: TECH 4
INTERVIEWED BY: COURTNEY LAWHON

Willett Laughlin was a Technician 4th Grade in the 755 Tank Battalion in WWII. His duties of driving and
repairing tanks took him from Scotland to England, then on to Oran, Morrocco, the Sahara Desert, and finally into
Italy where they began their north bound mission.

Mr. Laughlin is a friendly man who had it easier than I believed soldiers had it in WWII. I had been under
the impression that our soldiers never got enough food and that they had hostile acts directed at them by
foreigners. From what he said, though, that wasn't always the case. In a unit with over 700 men, only 70 died.
This statistic was very low compared to what I expected.

Since this interview, I have come to think that Mr. Laughlin was a lucky man. He was fortunate enough to
never be wounded or captured during his 4 years, 5 months, and 23 days in the service. Also, none of his close
friends died or even experienced "shell shock."

The one thing I will always remember about this interview is how good he said our soldiers treated the
foreigners and prisoners. This one issue gave me more pride about our country than anything else he said. I
believe that this is why we really are the leader of the world.

Q: How and why did you join the service?
A: I was drafted.

Q: Please describe the local enlistment or draft process with which you were involved?
A: They drafted anyone between the ages of 21-31 years old.

Q: At the time, did you feel that the 1940 draft was necessary and fair?
A: I believed that it was necessary but not fair. I didn't like how they drafted all the men in town first before they

got the guys in the country.

Q: Describe the circumstances in which you first heard of the attack on Pearl Harbor?
A: I was standing in a hotel lobby, about to eat breakfast.

Q: What were your initial reactions to entering military service?
A: I didn't want to go. I was never good at dealing with other people telling me what to do.

Q: Where did you train as a recruit?
A: First in San Antonio, then I was sent to Fort Knox, Kentucky.

Q: In what specialties were your trained?
A: I was trained how to drive and work on tanks.

Q: If you entered an officer's training program, how were you selected for it?
A: I didn't enter one because I was shipped overseas too soon, but I knew that you had to have an IQ of at least

110. I'm glad now that I didn't go into one, because most of those men were killed.

Q: What further training, if any, did you receive overseas?
A: I wasn't taught anything else once I was overseas. I just immediately began working on broken down tanks.

Q: At what posts were you stationed during your stateside service?
A: Camp Bowie in Brownwood, Texas.
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Q: Why did you fight?
A: I fought because they made me. I would have much rather not fought at all.

Q: What was your opinion of the weapons you saw or used in the service?
A: I thought they were good quality, better than any of the other countries' weapons.

Q: Were they reliable?
A: They never let me down when I used them or needed them.

Q: What were your opinions of the equipment, clothing, and rations you were issued?
A: I thought they were adequate. While we were in camps, we ate out of a kitchen in cafeteria form. When we

were on the move, we had a kitchen truck. But while we were in combat or one the front lines, we got C-rations
or K-rations. K-rations were the best of the two.

Q: What did you think of the quality of leadership while you were in the service?
A: I believe I had good, educated leaders that I could trust.

Q: Please describe instances of particularly good or bad leadership.
A: I got along good with all of them. One day, though, a sergeant worked me all day, but it was because he was

young and new and wasn't sure what to do.

Q: Who were the "real" leaders?
A: I believe the sergeants really ran things. They were once just enlisted men. The big boys might come in and

give orders, but the sergeants were the ones who carried them out.

Q: Please recount any cases of soldier violence directed against officers?
A: The only case of violence I ever saw against our own soldiers was in California. Two different companies had

been drinking and started fighting each other. Some officers eventually split them up.

Q: What did you think of the discipline at the time?
A: I believe that since we had such good officers, there was no need to be strict.

Q: Please recount any particular punishments for breaches of discipline?
A: The least severe punishment was being restricted to quarters, second was KP duty, and the most severe was

jail (the guard house). Also, if you fell asleep while on watch overseas, you could be shot by your commanding
officer.

Q: Was there any desertion in your unit?
A: There was never any problem in my unit. I had a bunch of good people with me.

Q: What forms of off-duty recreation were common?
A: We were sent 100 miles behind the line to recreation areas, which were often towns (such as Naples, etc.) for

3-4 days. My unit, however, set a record for staying on the front lines for the longest length of time without
any recreation time.

Q: What was your opinion of Special Services?
A: I didn't care too much for the USO shows.

Q: How adequate was medical care?
A: I thought it was "tops."

Q: Describe the health of your unit.
A: It was good. Even after staying in the woods for three years, the men in my unit were hardly ever sick.
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Q: For what did soldiers use their pay?
A: Most of the guys spent it on gambling and drinking. We also had the option to sent it home or put it in a soldier

savings account. When the war was over, I had $800 in my account, and had sent around $2000 home.

Q: What songs were popular during your military service?
A: The only song I can remember is "Don't Fence Me In."

Q: What military slang words or phrases were popular during your military service?
A: I can't repeat some of them because you are a lady, but I do remember the slang "SNAFU," which meant

"situation normal-all fouled up."

Q: Did you notice any instances of ethnic, racial, or religious discrimination?
A: No, I didn't, but my unit was almost all white.

Q: When you first learned you would go overseas, what was your reaction?
A: I had left Camp Young, California, for a 10 day furlow in Baytown. I arrived home at 1:00 a.m. and received

a telegram at 5:00 a.m. ordering me to return to California immediately. I got on a train that morning to return,
and was disappointed and apprehensive about my departure.

Q: At what point in your movement overseas did you learn your real destination?
A: I was never really sure where I was going until I got there.

Q: Please identify your port of embarkation and the name of your transport.
A: Staten Island, New York on the Manhattan.

Q: Please identify your port of arrival.
A: Greenwich, Scotland. It wasn't really a port. We just pulled up into a river and were taken by ferry to land.

Q: Please describe your travel experiences by ship.
A: On a ship, I was fed two meals a day in which I had to stand in line all day for. While traveling to Africa on

the Franconia, the British took the food that had been placed on the ship for the American soldiers. We almost
starved to death. Sometimes we had to eat rotten oranges we found in the hull of the ship.

Q: What information, if any, did the Army give you about the countries in which you served?
A: They told us what to expect from the people and how to get along with them.

Q: How did you and your comrades get along with the civilians overseas before, during, and after hostilities?
A: We got along pretty good with all of them. They would give the starving Italians their left over food.

Q: Please describe any looting by soldiers of which you are aware.
A: If we found something we wanted, we took it. One time we broke a hole in a crate while unloading a train

and took some gloves and pants.

Q: How was the morale of your unit?
A: The morale was pretty good. You learned to get over homesickness. Morale was boosted when we would

go through towns and all the foreigners would come out and cheer for us. It would get bad, though, if we
stayed in one place too long.

Q: What effect did combat have on morale?
A: I think combat boosted my unit's morale.

Q: What other factors helped improve morale?
A: Receiving mail, parades, and going places helped improve it a lot.
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Q: What factors contributed to a decline in morale?
A: Staying in one place too long and "Dear John" letters. One guy in my unit received a letter from his wife saying

she was leaving him. He shot himself in the head that day.

Q: What enemy propaganda, if any, did you see or hear?
A: At night we would listen to a shortwave radio and hear Axis Sally. She was a spy who knew everything about

us and would even tell the password that we would use the next day.

Q: What was your reaction to it?
A: All we could do was joke about it.

Q: How and to what extent were religious convictions expressed in your unit?
A: Every now and then we would have a Catholic or Protestant service in which only 4 or 5 men would attend.

Q: Did you receive and read Army news publications such as Stars and Stripes or your unit newspaper?
A: We did receive Stars and Stripes.

Q: What did you think of it?
A: I enjoyed it and my favorite part was the comics that Bill Mauldin did.

Q: Did you take part in any combat action?
A: I was in combat from October of '43 to August of '45 from the north of Naples to the Swiss border.

Q: Please describe your "baptism of fire" and your reaction to that experience.
A: When my ship pulled into the harbor in Naples, the Germans were flying over us dropping bombs. I felt as

if there was nowhere to hide.

Q: Please describe a "typical" day when your unit was committed to the front lines.
A: Most of my day, whether I was on the front or not, was spent working on broken down tanks.

Q: If you were ever under enemy air attack, please describe the circumstances and your reaction to the attack.
A: One night we were hiding out in an abandoned house, and the Germans were trying to drop a flare on the

house. They tried three different times and missed by about 30 feet each time. The flares lit up the sky like
it was daytime.

Q: Were you ever wounded in action?
A: No.

Q: Did you personally experience or know of others who experienced "shell shock" or psychological stress in
combat?

A: I never had any problem, but a man named Cobb told his sergeant one day that he had killed all he was going
to kill and refused to fight any more. He was then assigned to kitchen duty.

Q: Was your unit ever attached to a regular Allied command?
A: My unit stayed attached to the 5th Army, which was led by 4-Star General Mark Clark.

Q: What was your opinion of the individual soldiers of our Allies?
A: I thought the English were the most fearless I ever saw. They didn't seem to mind dying.

Q: What were their opinions of U.S. forces?
A: The Arabs disliked us the most and would steal anything from us.

Q: How did you and your comrades regard enemy troops as fighters?
A: I think the Germans, by far, were the best.
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Q: How well-trained, well-led, and well-armed did they seem to be?
A: They were great soldiers, but their only downfall was that they didn't have enough men.

Q: How effective were their weapons?
A: They had some of the best, and there was none better than their "88."

Q: What did you think about the enemy as people?
A: After they were captured, they were really nice. They often had some captured soldiers do work for them.

Q: Did you capture any enemy prisoners?
A: No, but I did move some a few times in trucks.

Q: How were enemy prisoners treated by U.S. forces?
A: They were treated good. Our soldiers would eat with them and would even trade cigarettes with them.

Q: What was your reaction and that of your unit to VE Day?
A: There was just a feeling of celebration with a lot of shouting and hollering.

Q: What was your reaction and that of your unit to VJ Day?
A: There was also a celebration. That was the same day that I landed at Camp Patrick Henry in Virginia, and

we drank all the beer in town that night.

Q: What was your opinion in August 1945 on the use of the Atomic Bomb?
A: I figured that it must have been necessary if they used it.

Q: Has that opinion since changed?
A: I still feel the same about it. Otherwise, we would have lost 500,000 men over there.

Q: How did the "point system" for demobilization affect your unit and you personally?
A: Our unit was deactivated and just written off.

Q: In your opinion, was the "point system" fair or unfair?
A: I think it was fair.

Q: How long did you remain in the service after the end of hostitlities?
A: Hostilities ended in May and I got out in September.

Q: Why did you choose to leave the service?
A: I left because I didn't like it. Now I wish I had stayed in for the retirement.

Q: When and from where were you discharged?
A: September 9, 1945, at Fort Sam Houston in San Antonio, Texas.

Q: What did you do after you were discharged?
A: I partied for four weeks, then went to work for Humble Oil.

Q: How, if at all, were your military skills or military education transferrable to civilian life?

A: I don't believe they were useful at all.

Q: Before the war, what year had you graduated from high school?

A: 1932.

Q: Did you attend college or a trade school before or after the war?
A: No.
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Q: What does the G.I. Bill mean to you?
A: Nothing. I got nothing out of it. It was known as the "G.I. Bill of Wrongs."

Q: What were your expectations of civilian life upon leaving the service?
A: I didn't expect anything from anyone.

Q: With whom do you feel most comfortable discussing your wartime expereinces?
A: I like talking about them with anyone that will listen.

Q: What were your expectations at the end of the war as to prospects for world stability?
A: I thought things would settle down for 20 to 30 years, then go back to normal.

Q: What were your expectations at the end of the war as to America's place and influence in the world?
A: I thought we would be the leader forever.
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