
VETERAN: JOE E. PRESNALL

HIGHEST RANK/GRADE: 1ST LIEUTENANT

INTERVIEWED BY: RICHARD WHEELER

In the fall of 1935 Joe E. Presnall enlisted in the National Guard of Texas, not knowing what the next ten year's
would hold. His reasons were few and simple. His friends were joining, and he could use the extra four dollars
per month. He enlisted at the college he was going to in Huntsville, Texas, at the age of twenty-one. The enlistment
process was very short; he had only to sign his name as an enlisted private. His recruiter was Samuel Graham,
one of his college professors. In 1937, after two years of college, he took a job as one of the two high school teachers
at Longbranch High School. In November 1940 his regiment was mobilized for training at Brownwood, Texas.
He was married to Nina Welch in December 1940. Finally he left New York on April 2, 1943, headed for North
Africa. His 143rd Infantry was to join up with the rest of General Eisenhower's army. The highest position Mr.
Presnall held was 1st Lieutenant. He had the best position because his job was to make sure the company ran
smoothly, being responsible for delivering mail, paychecks, etc. He held this position until the end of the war.
He participated in the Rapido River crossing where 1100 lives were lost in one night and almost as many the next
night. He also took part in the Battle of Salerno and San Pietro.

Q: At the time, did you feel that the 1940 draft was necessary and fair?
A: The draft was necessary in order to preserve freedom and to stop Nazi attack.

Q: Describe the circumstances in which you first heard of the attack on Pearl Harbor?
A: When I came in from squirrel hunting on Sunday morning, my wife informed of the Pearl Harbor attack. My

first reaction was to go to camp to see what I could do. I felt it was unbelievable and terrible that the Japanese
would not declare war before attacking.

Q: In what specialties were your trained?
A: I was trained in the close order drill and in communications.

Q: Why did you fight?
A: I fought in order to get other peoples' freedom back, to keep our freedom, to keep the Jews from being wiped

out, to stop the Nazi breeding of the 'Master Race.' Of all the wars I have ever heard of, I believe that we had
the most to fight for. This is exclusive of Biblical wars.

Q: What was your opinion of the weapons you saw or used in the service?
A: They were good weapons for the time period. They were as good or better than the German weapons.

Q: What was your opinion of the equipment, clothing, and rations you were issued?
A: We were well fed, as much as possible. The people of the U.S. backed us greatly. There were "mountains and

mountains" of rations that the Americans sent. I never heard any Americans complain.

Q: What did you think of the quality of leadership while you were in the service?
A: In some areas the leadership was very good as far as strategy, but there was also politics involved.

Professional soldiers never did anything wrong (such as West Point graduates); they always got promoted.

Q: Please describe instances of particularly good or bad leadership.
A: An example of bad leadership was when General Clark ordered the crossing of the Rapido River. At the first

attempt, 1100 men were lost. The next night almost as many were lost. Charges were filed against General
Clark after the War.

World War II Veteran Interviews106



V. 2. Ixi

Q: Who were the "real" leaders--officers, noncoms, or enlisted men?
A: The corporals, sergeants, and lieutenants of each platoon were the real leaders in combat, but they all received

orders from above.

Q: What forms of off-duty recreation were common?
A: There was none during the war.

Q: Was drinking a problem in your unit?
A: Drinking was not a problem, but the soldiers did drink. GI's would often get a pass to go to town.

Q: When you first learned you would go overseas, what was your reaction?
A: I commented to my wife, "I'm not going to let a little old war get me down."

Q: At what point in your movement overseas did you learn your real destination?
A: I didn't know until about three days out from the New York harbor.

Q: What effect did combat have on morale?
A: It made people get very closely acquainted with each other.

Q: What enemy propaganda, if any, did you see or hear?
A: There was always a German lady putting out propaganda on a megaphone. She would say, "What is your

wife doing at home?".

Q: How did you and your comrades regard enemy troops as fighters?
A: I thought they were a victim of circumstances. It was Adolph Hitler's, Mussolini's and other leader's fault.

Q: With whom do you feel most comfortable discussing your wartime experiences?
A: I can discuss it more freely with another veteran.

Conclusion: I really enjoyed the interview with Mr. Presnall. He had many interesting things to relate. First
of all he showed me two movies: one was of WWII in general and the other was of the Battle of San Pietro. He
also had a tape cassette he let me listen to entitled "White Crosses." It referred to all the white crosses put on
soldier's graves. He related many personal stories that were very revealing of the war. My interview with Mr.
Presnall lasted from 2:30 p.m. to 6:30 p.m. He also gave me several pictures of German and Italian points of interest
from World War II.
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