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Preface

World War II—which began in Asia in 1937, spread to Europe by 1939, and ended in 1945—was arguably the transforming event of the twentieth century, fundamentally altering power structures and unleashing forces few foresaw when the war began. This book paints a representative picture of the different ways women and men were themselves transformed by this cataclysmic experience, focusing in particular on how the war affected the individual lives of people in Minnesota and the Upper Midwest. The perspectives are endless; the range of emotional responses equally so: no one, it seems, emerged from the 1941–46 period unchanged. For some it was an exhilarating time they have since been unable to equal; for others these were years of stress and uncertainty; for yet others this was a tragic period that has left deep scars.

Over the past several decades, multitudes of books documenting U.S. experiences during World War II have appeared, reflecting a long-standing interest in the period. With Remembering the Good War, yet another title is added to the list. Why now? First, I believe we have a societal responsibility to create for future generations a permanent firsthand record, as complete as possible, of the men and women who formed—and were formed by—this era. In order to learn from the past, to employ history as a decision-making tool, we must assemble the historical record. Second, on a more practical level, is the fact that this generation of Americans is rapidly dying off. Indeed, an eighteen-year-old GI or Home Front high school senior of the war’s final year, 1945, is nearing eighty years of age. We do not have the luxury of waiting another decade before compiling works such as this.

This book contributes to the existing literature in these two respects, but it also goes several steps further. Many oral history books have covered different aspects of the military conflict; others have focused on the Home Front: relatively few have sought to synthesize the two, to document the war’s broad range as it affected civilians and soldiers alike, to compare and contrast their experiences in the same volume, to see World War II as one conflict experienced in many ways. This book meets this challenge in five ways. First, it records the experiences of women and men who spent the war years outside the military—farmers, homemakers, workers, students, teachers, military spouses, and others—and in the process emphasizes the many and varied contributions made by women and adds their voices to the record.

Second, this volume documents the experiences of veterans in different service branches and theaters of operation and in a broad representation of occupations—pilots and paratroopers, but also army privates and chaplains, submarine crewmen and navy waves, mechanics and nurses. Some went through intense combat; others neither saw the enemy nor fired a gun.

Third, and importantly, this collection aims to increase awareness of and make more accessible the experiences and contributions of people of color in Minnesota during the early 1940s, when the state had a level of diversity often overlooked. In these pages are the memories of African Americans, Japanese Americans, and Mexican Americans from different walks of life.

World War II has been memorialized in the United States as “the Good War,” the noble cause. Indeed, in many ways it was: European society was delivered from the horror of National Socialist Germany, and Asia was spared Japan’s economic and military control. Many proud stories have been recounted, and in the collective national memory 1941–45 has advanced to icon status. In this self-congratulatory rush, many darker sides of the war have been pushed aside or ignored. These recollections and experiences, sometimes unpleasant, need to be included in our historical consciousness, and they form a fundamental part of this volume. So, amid the good and the positive—and there is much of both—we confront hate and racism, cowardice and depression, self-doubt and loss of faith, mental breakdowns and nightmares. World War II was all of these things, too.

Finally, Remembering the Good War is structured to maintain a focus on both civilians and veterans and to encourage the reader to see as a single conflict the challenges these two populations faced under distinct circumstances, their vastly different experiences always interlocked, like the strands of a spider’s web. Thus, an initial chapter presents memories of and reactions to Japan’s December 1941 attack on Pearl Harbor, the speakers ranging from those on active duty to high school students. The narrative then leads readers in separate yet parallel directions, with chapters two and four devoted to the military experience of men and women stateside, in Europe, and in the Pacific and chapter three detailing the varied undertakings of civilians at their jobs, on the farm, or as homemakers and mothers. Three final chapters, which again blend the memories of civilians and veterans, explore several human dimensions of the war, consider various perspectives on the year 1945, and allow men and women to reflect on that period from a twenty-first-century vantage point. Although introductions and some context are provided, these authorial interventions have been kept to a minimum so that the focus can remain squarely on the words of the participants.

But this modest book has its limits, and those should be addressed here, too. Although the initial goal was to make this study as inclusive as its pages would allow, interviews with people from all walks of life soon made clear that it would simply not be possible to adequately deal with certain categories of experience. Specifically, the experiences of Native Americans demand a separate volume. More than three years with this project have just begun to teach me what enormous burdens and challenges these Americans still face; whatever could be included in these pages would perform an injustice. Additionally, prisoners of war, especially those held by the Japanese, endured a form of psychological and physical torment unrelated to that of any other civilian or veteran. Their experiences cannot be adequately conveyed in the few pages of this book.

From the beginning, the goals of this project were clear: to collect, evaluate, and permanently preserve the experiences and memories of Minnesotans during the World War II years of 1941 through 1946. For the purposes of this project, “Minnesotan” was broadly defined to include those who were born and/or raised in the state, who relocated here during the war years, or, in a few cases, who have resided here for a meaningful period of time; the term was interpreted to be inclusive, not exclusive. Interviewees were born in Minnesota but also in the upper midwestern states of North and South Dakota, Wisconsin, and Iowa and in the Canadian province of Saskatchewan; several are from more distant locations.

The geographic constraint imposed on this volume may yield a distinctly Minnesotan—or even upper midwestern—World War II experience. Certainly there are features that differentiate the state’s war experience from that of other regions. In the aftermath of the 1941 attack on Pearl Harbor, there was no panic as in California, no fear of a possible Japanese invasion. After all, the Midwest was more than a thousand miles from the Pacific Coast. And with rare exceptions during the immediate post–Pearl Harbor period, when the extent of the potential danger was still unknown, Minnesotans endured almost no emergency blackouts or air raid drills. In addition, without a Japanese American population to speak of in 1941, Minnesota witnessed no deportations or incarcerations of American citizens of Japanese descent. Just the opposite, actually: in 1942 the U.S. Army established at Camp Savage, south of the Twin Cities, a facility to train Japanese linguists, for which Japanese American servicemen, like one interviewed for this book, were brought to Minnesota.

Additional issues of ethnicity and race mark differences between the Upper Midwest and other regions. In the early 1940s, Minnesota’s population contained more people of German heritage than of any other ethnic or national group. While Nazi sympathies were minimal or kept to oneself and represented no threat to the war effort, more than one woman among those interviewed recalled German grandparents being upset about America fighting the land of their birth. In contrast, one Minnesota woman described her German-born father, then in his early forties, trying desperately to join the U.S. military to prove his loyalty to his adopted land. He failed in the endeavor but pressured her to enlist, which she eventually did.

Racism directed against blacks and, to a lesser extent, those of Mexican heritage is another notable difference. With many military training facilities located in the South, young men from Minnesota were exposed to locations, people, and cultures they had not encountered previously. African Americans and Mexican Americans suffered racial discrimination in Minnesota, but the overt nature—and the extent of it—in the South was new to most. Blacks, of course, served in a still-segregated military that limited them to specific jobs (navy) or kept them in separate units (army). Many African Americans interviewed for this book were taken aback and enraged by racism in the South, but their reactions varied—from internalizing the anger, to trying to get even, to acceptance that things were not going to change right then, much as they might like them to. Of the Mexican Americans whose stories are included here, most claimed that they expected to endure discrimination in the South but found conditions on the whole to be acceptable; the causes behind their experiences and the reasons for their reactions are varied and complex.

White men and women in the service also noticed this discrimination and commented on it for this book. Here, too, reactions varied—a few admit to their own racist tendencies, some chose to ignore it, others realized they were rather powerless, a few remember making their opinions known. Several who spoke out recall southerners telling them bluntly to mind their own affairs. The responses and range of emotions from people of different racial and ethnic groups are not markedly different from what we know about how people in other regions reacted to similar situations during this time, but their distinct memories—of specific incidents that have stayed with them for more than fifty years—suggest that encountering institutionalized racism had a lasting impact.

In many other ways the World War II experience in Minnesota resembled larger national trends. The economy boomed as industrial firms retooled for war production—Minneapolis Moline and International Harvester are just two of many companies that quickly shifted to supplying products for the military. Jobs were plentiful, too, and the unemployment of the 1930s soon became merely a memory as, for example, Iron Range mining firms worked around the clock producing iron ore. Numerous Mexican Americans in St. Paul benefited from higher rates of employment as well as from access to better-paying jobs. Women, many employed in industry for the first time, joined Minnesota’s factories and workshops in record numbers. Quite a few of those interviewed for this project recall their mothers taking a job outside the home—and causing seismic shifts in household patterns. Finally, mirroring a national trend that saw African Americans moving by the millions to northern industrial centers, the Twin Cities registered an increase in its black population. Several interviewees came to the state during the war for jobs—and stayed.

The economic upswing had other benefits, too. Employment opportunities on the West Coast—in shipyards, aircraft factories, and military bases—worked like a magnet and drew the state’s young people away. In this book are recollections of young women who left home for California and Washington, and for Georgia and the East Coast, and realized that the world is bigger than North Minneapolis or rural Palisade.

But above all it was the military that provided the opportunity for tens of thousands of young men and women to leave small towns, farms, and cities for points previously unknown. Not all left willingly, to be sure, but once in the service they saw much of the globe. Among the sample of people whose stories are told in these pages, there were duty stations from the Aleutian Islands to rural China, from the hills of Okinawa to the skies over Italy, from the bombed-out cities of Germany to the jungles of the Philippines, from a hospital in France to a battleship in Tokyo Bay. The experiences were in more than a few cases life altering, and although many returned to places like Chisholm, Moorhead, International Falls, and St. Paul, they were changed in ways that sometimes took years to decipher.

Finally, there is the human side that links Minnesota’s World War II experience to the national story. Leaving home for the first time, worrying about loved ones in the military, being a working mother, landing on a beach during a Pacific Island invasion, treating wounded in a military hospital—these parts of the war were shared with millions of others across the country and are a major reason this conflict represents the unifying experience spoken of by veterans and civilians alike.

The stories collected in this book are based on hundreds of hours of interviews. The interview process was sometimes easy and at other times challenging. Initial contact with an interviewee was usually a telephone conversation, during which I described the themes I wished to cover during the interview. With some personal information, I was often able to do background reading that provided a framework for our time together.

All interviews were conducted in person, one-on-one, and usually in the individual’s home or apartment or my office at Concordia University—but also in a hotel lobby in Duluth, a corporate conference room in New Brighton, the private library of former Minnesota governor Elmer L. Andersen, a senior center in Hibbing, several nursing homes or long-term care facilities around the state, and a handful of restaurants. Only follow-up information or corrections were submitted by mail or e-mail or collected by telephone. These parameters required substantial amounts of travel around Minnesota and parts of the Upper Midwest, but the advantage was personal contact with each woman or man. The ability to sit across a table from someone, to share a cup of coffee or lunch, or to glance through scrapbooks of photographs or news clippings individualized each interview, helped build a level of trust, and increased the quality of our time together. On the personal side, it also permitted the establishment of several ongoing friendships.

Once we got together for the interview—and the most productive sessions were more like conversations than interviews—some themes were the same for everyone, whether civilian or veteran: memories of and reactions to the attack on Pearl Harbor, for example, and the opportunities and challenges of the postwar world. Of course there were different themes, too, depending on whether one spent time on a farm, in a bomber over Germany, as a homemaker, in a factory, or ducking bullets on a Pacific island.

During the interview itself, the list of themes provided a starting point, a guidepost really, but even so, no two interviews were ever the same—some women and men had a lot to say on some subjects, while others did not. Some conversations lasted one hour, most were around two, and several went more than three. In general the interviews with combat veterans proved the most complicated, as emotional recollections and the memories of terrible situations or comrades killed or wounded made for the occasional difficult moment. Initially, many of these men were somewhat reluctant to participate, but when they saw a typical transcript or spoke with a friend or veteran who already had been interviewed, almost all were willing to speak with me. Indeed, of nearly ninety veterans approached about participation, only three declined to be interviewed.

Difficult as these interviews may have been, after the session was over many combat veterans stated (or wrote to me later) that they were glad they had decided to share their memories, recollections, and experiences. One, an army infantryman who fought in Europe, said he feels a responsibility to tell his story because society seems to be forgetting what his generation contributed; another, a former POW of the Germans, finds talking about his prison camp time therapeutic; and a former Pacific theater medic wrote that during his interview he finally shared memories that had been bottled up since the war’s end—an experience he called cathartic.

For Home Front civilians, interviews generally presented fewer difficulties. Many felt the impact of war—brothers or relatives in the service, worrying parents, deaths of loved ones, rationing, relocation across the continent to take a new job or join a military spouse—but talking about these aspects of their lives came much more easily.

In selecting excerpts for this book, I endeavored to verify information provided by interviewees. For those in the military, discharge papers confirm dates of service, awards, duty stations, and more; unit histories and reference works can supply the larger picture; and other interviewees can corroborate some recollections. For Home Front civilians, there is no single document that contains so much information, but sources such as high school and college yearbooks, local papers, other interviewees, family members, neighbors, and letters are useful. Ultimately, though, it is simply not possible to confirm everything shared in the course of nearly 140 interviews. Thus, errors, intentional or unintentional, are almost certainly contained in the pages of this book.

But this book is oral history, not an academic monograph or a traditional piece of historical research. It is conceived primarily as a memory book, a book of recollections. And memory through its very nature presents its own difficulties. Noted scholar Samuel Hynes, author of The Soldiers’ Tale: Bearing Witness to Modern War, writes that “though memory is the muse and source of memoirs it is untrustworthy, not only as a source of history but as a story of self. It selects and colors the shapes and feelings of the past that it offers us” (23). The eminent oral historian Studs Terkel once put it more simply: memory is fallible. Yet the man or woman who was there, Hynes correctly asserts, adds his or her own relative truth, and it is by considering the aggregate of these recollections that we are able to arrive at “the sum of witnesses, the collective tale” (25). The collective tale of Remembering the Good War will by necessity constitute an imperfect record, but as we are unable to question every actor on that far-away stage, now more than fifty years distant, it is the best we are able to compile.

In talking with people on this subject for more than two years, I followed the approach of the collective tale. The goal: assemble a representative mosaic of the World War II years based on people’s perceptions of what was happening around them, their reactions to events large and small, their feelings about particular situations, their emotional responses—all elements of oral history and part of its enduring power. I don’t pretend to put forth a definitive picture of these years; I also don’t think it’s possible to have just one picture.

Taken together, these interviews provide a tapestry of Americans and American life during an important period in history. The whole is made up of the perspectives and memories of many individuals: the reader is challenged to visualize her or his own image of that era, to draw his or her own conclusions about how the war changed various aspects of American society. There was no single World War II experience, but thousands of different ones that depended on a multitude of factors. People who had similar experiences may remember them—and emerge from them—in quite different ways.

One challenge as I assembled this manuscript was deciding whose stories would be told. I talked with far more people and collected far more information than I could possibly include in a single volume. In all, these interviews generated almost 300 hours of tape and 5,500 pages of transcript—of which less than ten percent appears in the pages of this book. Broad representation being the objective, if several people had similar experiences, not all could be included; instead, one or two examples were selected. With these facts in mind, I wish to thank everyone who participated in the Oral History Project of the World War II Years, especially those whom I have had to exclude from this volume for lack of space. Your contributions are very much appreciated.

The excerpts presented in this book are the interviewees’ own words. To make the excerpts read smoothly and transition clearly from one thought to the next, some necessary editing has been done. All uhs, ahs, and repetitions of words have been eliminated, unless the latter changed the flavor of what was said. While a theme may have been discussed more than once in the course of a conversation, yielding some shorter pieces of several sentences that could stand alone, I generally selected those pieces that dealt with a single topic and wove them together into a single longer narrative. My questions and responses have been removed to further provide an uninterrupted piece of text. Despite these caveats, every attempt has been made to preserve the original style of the interviewee, that person’s particular way of speaking. Anything added for context stands in block parentheses.

This research project has easily been the most rewarding of any I have undertaken. I will long remember the wonderful people who opened both their homes for me and their memories for this project; today I count many among my friends. Some experiences especially stand out. Former schoolteacher Vivian McMorrow and I had a heartwarming conversation in which she talked about losing her husband, Ralph Gland, in the invasion of France in 1944 and how for decades, after she remarried and had a family, she kept photos and a scrapbook hidden away in a small box. After we finished talking, she got out the box and for more than half an hour we sat quietly and looked through their last photos together, the telegram informing her of Ralph’s death, and other memories. Army veteran Earl Nolte humbly discussed serious injuries he suffered in a 1944 Pacific island invasion but spent little time on his actions that fateful day in the Philippines. Only later, in documents supplied by his family, did I learn how he had saved lives, been awarded the Silver Star for bravery, and in 1945 was nominated for the Congressional Medal of Honor. He inspired through humility and selflessness.

A final word, if I may: take time to have a conversation with a member of this generation. They are your friends, neighbors, and family members. Simply ask what they did during the early 1940s, during the war. Perhaps the words will start slowly, or they will tell you, “Oh, I didn’t do much.” But wait. And listen. The result can be a most rewarding experience for all involved.
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[1]

War’s Beginning

Memories of and Reactions to 7 December 1941

Military conflicts dominated world events in the five years before 1941—a civil war in Spain; the Italian attack on Ethiopia; the Japanese invasion of China; the German conquest of much of Europe. But a strong sense of isolationism contributed to the United States’ officially neutral stance, even though relations with Germany and Japan were increasingly strained. Tensions between the United States and Japan, especially, continued to escalate throughout the summer and fall of 1941, but few publicly predicted that war was imminent.

Thus the Japanese attack on the American military installations at Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, on 7 December 1941 came as a surprise. Two waves of carrier-based aircraft, launched from ships steaming approximately 275 miles north of Hawaii, struck the sprawling Pearl Harbor facilities beginning at 7:55 that Sunday morning. Within two hours, six battleships and ten smaller vessels had been sunk, hundreds of aircraft were destroyed or damaged, and more than 2,400 servicemen and civilians were dead. The next day, President Franklin D. Roosevelt addressed the nation and, speaking of the “day which will live in infamy,” asked Congress for a declaration of war against Japan. The American public, shocked by the nature of the attack and the extent of the damage, was galvanized into action.

The first reports on the destruction at Pearl Harbor reached the American Midwest in the early afternoon. Many Minnesotans recalled where they were and what they were doing when they heard the news. But many did not: fully a quarter of those interviewed either could not remember hearing the news or had no specific reaction to the events at Pearl Harbor.

The people whose memories fill the following pages are largely the generation born between 1915 and 1925; thus, with few exceptions they were aged sixteen to twenty-six in the year 1941. While a sense of youth is evident in their responses and concerns, their reactions to the attack—and the declaration of war that followed—differ widely: some remember thinking of family members and loved ones; others, particularly young men of draft age, considered what impact war would have on their lives. Another group viewed the war as far away, as nothing to worry about, as something that would not affect them personally—the geographic location of Minnesota, far from the coasts, is telling in this regard. And among men of military age, there were several who remember rushing out to enlist, or wanting to.

[image: image]

Gloria Johnson of Minneapolis was a high school student in December 1941. She remembers the details of that day.

Everybody remembers that I think, if they lived then. My mother and I were avid movie fans, mostly because my father was a motion picture projectionist. So we would go to the theater, not his theater especially, but to other theaters, neighborhood theaters, two or three times a week. And this was a Sunday, and we had decided to go to a movie. We stopped at my cousin’s house so my aunt could go with us. They had the radio on, and that’s when we heard it. You know, we didn’t have radios on all the time because we didn’t have news that often in those days. Obviously we didn’t have television.

I think my initial reaction was probably anger, because you didn’t want to think of this happening. I was trying to remember if we were aware, or how much we were aware, of the involvement of the United States previous to this, and I don’t think most of the people were. It probably didn’t penetrate at that point, you know, what was obviously, what was going to be entailed. At least I don’t remember; being in high school you’ve got other things on your mind. [laughs!]

Lester Marshall (b. 1921) of Cloquet was a skilled machinist, employed at the Navy Yard in Washington, DC. He is animated as he describes the events of 7 December 1941 and the effects at work.

I was sitting with my father in the living room, listening to the Washington Redskins whop the daylights out of the Chicago Bears. The announcer came on and said, “Whoops, folks, we’ve got to break this up. This is just come through; it’s from the White House. The Japanese have bombed Pearl Harbor today.” And about twenty minutes later, the telephone rang. A fellow.… he was a foreman at the Navy Yard, where I worked, he called me up and he said, “You’re home. That’s good. Is your mother home? That’s fine. Have her pack enough lunch to keep you going for at least twenty-four hours. Throw some clean clothes in the sack that you can wear after that, when you get to [work].” Those places are dirty.

I was working at the Washington, DC, Navy Yard at that time. And [the foreman] said, “I’m picking up three other fellows, and I don’t know when we’ll get home. We won’t work you more than eighteen hours out of a twenty-four-hour day. But you’ll get at least three-hour breaks to sleep and you’ll have an hour to eat a couple times during that time. Take what you can to eat, and what you can’t, you’ll have to buy some.”

He picked me up in about fifteen minutes. My mother literally, well, what she did was take a loaf of bread and slice it lengthwise. Then she put butter and ham on one side, and on the other side she put peanut butter, and then she slapped them together. She said, “You can have peanut butter and ham together. Or you can have open-face sandwiches.” She threw some pickles in a jar, and some Jell-O. And I had some kind of fruit; it must have been apples, but I don’t really remember.

Leon Frankel was a student at the University of Minnesota. Out with friends at a pool hall on that Sunday afternoon, he realized his life would soon change.

As you know it was a Sunday, and the Sunday ritual was that a friend of mine by the name of Sonny Zuckerman, our ritual was to go to a pool hall on Sunday, known as Bilbo’s, in St. Paul. It was like a famous hangout for everybody. We were at the pool hall when the news came over the radio that the Japanese had bombed Pearl Harbor.

That’s where we were when it happened. It was quite a shocker. Most people had never heard of Pearl Harbor. Didn’t know where it was. Slowly but surely we started hearing the news of what took place there, and it sounded pretty devastating.
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Enlistment ceremony, 1942. After the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, Minnesotans from all walks of life joined the military.



I think [the other people in the pool hall] all felt about the same way we did. They just didn’t know what to make of it. It was such an overwhelming event. We knew that there were all kinds of negotiations going on. Japanese envoys were in Washington and there was all kinds of talk about this, that, and the other. War seemed like so far off. It was going on in Europe, of course, and places in Asia. But we never thought we’d ever be affected by it.

I was eighteen at the time. I remember Sonny and I both looking at each other, and of course the draft was on prior to this, and a lot of our friends and people we knew had gone into the army. We both looked at each other and more or less with the same thoughts, that it looks like, being of eligible age, sooner or later we’re going to wind up somewhere in the military.

Having finished high school in 1940, Walt Mainerich of Chisholm was working in a Civilian Conservation Corps camp in northern Minnesota. He remembers hearing the news, then wanting to rush out and join the Marine Corps.

I couldn’t get a job in the mines [after high school], so the best thing was, some of the neighborhood boys were working in CC camps. Civilian Conservation Corps. I was assigned to a camp up there by Big Deer Lake, about maybe forty, fifty miles away from here. I signed up in June of 1941, and I happened to be there in December of 1941 when Pearl Harbor was bombed.

It was on a Sunday. It was a day of rest for us guys. We had a big barracks with maybe thirty guys in it. One guy who was in charge of the barracks was a World War I veteran. He was the only one that had a radio on.… This happened to be during the daytime when we got the news about Pearl Harbor. Boy, oh, boy! He made us all stand up, and they played the national anthem on the radio, and we all stood there and anybody looked this way or monkeyed around, boy! He said, “You stand at attention when the national anthem is being played.” That’s what we did.

Then another friend and I left the camp. We said, “Well, we’re going to go back to work in the mine or go in the service.” We tried to get into service, him and I and somebody else at that time. We were all hepped about joining the marines. At that time we were going to go to Grand Rapids [Minnesota] and sign up. That day, when we were supposed to go down, there was no truck available so we couldn’t go and sign up. I think we were pretty lucky.… I almost ended up in the marines. I would have ended up in the Pacific.

For some, thoughts went immediately to the family members, friends, and loved ones who stood to be directly affected by the nation’s entry into World War II. One of these was Catherine Lemmer Brueggeman. Born in 1921 in St. Paul and raised in Somerset, Wisconsin, she was in nursing school in December 1941.

I had the flu and I was in my dorm room listening to the radio, and I heard the call, and pretty soon I had half of my class in there listening to it. They didn’t care about whether they were going to catch the flu or not. You just stayed glued to it. It was, we had no television, so it was just the radio, but it was just something that just held you right there, listening to what was going on. It was like watching almost, like the thing in New York [on 11 September 2001], it was just following it, and getting, well, you weren’t getting information as fast you get now, but we were hearing about what was happening there. [We were] nervous and scared, I think.

[There was] a lot of emotions, because most of us had brothers or fiancés or cousins, anything, that were all in that age group that were going to end up getting into the war.

In December 1941, Elmer L. Andersen (b. 1909), later governor of Minnesota, was president of H. B. Fuller Company in St. Paul. His first thoughts were of what would happen to his wife and children if he were called upon to serve.

As to where we were when the war started, I remember it as clearly as if it happened yesterday. Our first son had been born in ’38, and Eleanor was pregnant with our second child, Julian. It was on a Sunday, and we had come home from church. We were having dinner and listening to the radio, and suddenly it was interrupted for the news that there had been an attack at Pearl Harbor. We were just stunned. My first reaction was, what’s going to happen to the family if I was called for military service? I certainly thought I might be called. I thought everybody would be called, because there was war declared the next day.

When Elaine Bunde Gerber of St. Paul heard the news on the radio, she, too, thought immediately of family, specifically her four brothers.

I know it was a Sunday morning when it happened. I don’t remember if we heard this before we went to church or after. We heard about it, and we couldn’t believe it. I think it was President Roosevelt that came over the radio—that’s all you had, of course, radio—to tell us that we were being bombed by the Japanese at Pearl Harbor. It was quite a shock when you’re thinking you’re doing fine. Everything was going well. And then, after a while when you start thinking about it, then you think, “Well, I have four brothers that are all of age to go.” They were all older than I was. It was kind of scary when you think about it. We were a close family, and everybody was living at home yet except for my two oldest brothers.

[My parents] were very stable people, and they didn’t talk about it to us. I’m sure they didn’t like it. My mother, of course, was a little upset with it, having children that would probably be going in the service.

Vivian Linn McMorrow (b. 1920) was a teacher at a country school in Wright County, Minnesota. Unsure of Pearl Harbor’s location, she knew for certain that war meant her fiancé, Ralph Gland, then serving a one-year draft enlistment in South Dakota, would be in for the duration.

It was a Sunday afternoon. I was sitting at the table. I had my radio on, but I was doing lesson plans for the next week. When they announced it on the radio that they hit Pearl Harbor, I thought, “Now Pearl Harbor, where in the world is that?” I had never even heard of it. It was a possession of the United States, so that meant they had attacked the United States.

[My fiancé, Ralph,] was still in South Dakota. All I could think of was, now Ralph would have to go to war. Now he had to be in active duty. Just being in the service wasn’t so bad. I could handle that. [It was only for a year.] You can live with that. There was going to be an end.… They gave him a week, and he came home. My school board got together and decided that they would close school for a week so I could have the week off to be with Ralph while he was home.

Clarence Leer (b. 1925) of Abercrombie, North Dakota, a Red River agricultural community, lived and worked on the family farm. Military service loomed, and both Clarence and his parents knew it.

I was hunting pheasants. We’d always hunt pheasants in the fall. Partly to eat, because it was extra meat. There were a lot of pheasants in North Dakota at that time.

The first thing [my parents] thought about was having somebody who would have to go in the army. Be drafted. I guess that was my worry, too. I thought that I should volunteer, but then my folks didn’t want me to do that. They needed me on the farm. Particularly my mother, she didn’t want me to go. We talked about it and she said that I should wait to be inducted. Basically [she said] that I was needed on the farm. I don’t know if that was the real reason or not. That’s the reasoning she used. My dad didn’t say much one way or another.

Some stated that the war and the Japanese did not represent anything of serious concern. Bill Amundson (b.1923) of White Bear Lake, an employee in the actuarial department for Minnesota Mutual Life Insurance Company, admits that he did not take the Japanese threat seriously. He figured his life would essentially remain the same.

Our family had stayed in touch with some of our grade-school teachers and, in fact, on that Sunday, we were [in Excelsior, Minnesota,] having dinner with my second-grade schoolteacher. We had spent some time with them, and we happened to turn on the radio and heard that Pearl Harbor had been bombed and that we were probably going to be at war.

My initial reaction was that it shouldn’t impact my life at all. The Japanese didn’t seem to be a world power to me at that time. In fact, I remember a couple days later, I was at my home in White Bear Lake and walking out to get a ride down to work with my future father-in-law, and I thought to myself, “We’ll take care of the Japanese real quickly. There should be no impact on my life from this war, so.… I’ll get on with my life and continue to work.”

I didn’t consult with anybody, but I think the feeling was fairly mutual that people didn’t take the Japanese seriously. I didn’t talk with them particularly about this issue, but I suspect that they had the same opinion that I had, that the impact on our lives was going to be minimal. That we would just go on with our lives and start our families and lead a normal life.

Living on the family farm, Waldo (Wally) Meier was in his final year of high school. Initially shocked when he heard the news at a church meeting, he gradually came to believe that the war remained far away and was not something to be concerned about.

I was at a [church youth] rally. We had—I and my brother, and we had a couple of other kids with us; I don’t remember now anymore those details—we drove, oh, I imagine it was about a one-hour drive. We didn’t have the car radio on for some reason. We got at the rally in the early afternoon, and we had a chapel service. At the end, when the chapel service was over, the minister said, “I suppose you all know we’re at war.” I could have just about fallen right through the pew at that time. Because this was already about four in the afternoon, and it actually happened somewhere just after noon central time.

Didn’t make any mention of it [during the service]; when we came in nobody said anything. So it was kind of a shock. Course at the time, sort of the feeling, “Oh, that’s now and it’ll be over in a year or two.” I really didn’t think too much of it at the time…. We were hearing radio broadcasts, and they were patching them through so that we could listen to the actual reports…. It was getting about midday on Pearl Harbor, and they were still trying to figure out what really had happened. We sat up until after midnight listening to the car radio. We had driven back, and then we just sat in the car and listened, trying to hear something.…

[My parents,] I think they took the old German stoic approach. Not a whole lot of discussion or anything about it. It’s [pauses three seconds] oh, I don’t know, it’s also sixty years ago. I don’t believe there was really any, no panic or that kind of thing. Another thing was, that’s practically the other side of the world, the way we looked at it. You know, you didn’t move around a whole lot. I know there was some thinking at the time that the Japanese may try to carry it to our coast, the West Coast and so forth…. But it never really got home to us…. That middle of the country was as far away from anything as you could get.

Anger at the Japanese was an emotion common to both men and women—and most pronounced among service members. Two interviewees, however, brought unique perspectives to the subject of how to feel toward this enemy. Bill Devitt was a student at the College of St. Thomas in St. Paul. He recalls that some reacted angrily to the news but also that he felt somewhat differently.

When I first heard the news it was on a Sunday. We’d just gotten back from Mass and we were going to have a brunch; it was around noontime. We heard it over the radio … at my parents’ house.

I don’t know if I was up with the current news of the time or not, whether I realized at the time we were negotiating with the Japanese, that sort of thing. It was a surprise. I had never heard of Pearl Harbor. I didn’t know where it was, I’m sure. …

Maybe [my parents] talked about it, I don’t know…. My sister’s boyfriend was there. He said something about those dirty yellow bastards or something like that, which was uncommon language in our household. He said it quietly, but I remember that. I don’t remember that I felt that way.

Some of the people thought the Japanese were sneaky, dirty rotten people. I don’t know that I ever thought that way. I thought if you’re going to fight a war—I think that now and I think I thought that then—you fight the best way you know how to win, without the niceties of rules and all that sort of thing.

In December 1941 James Griffin (b. 1917) was a part-time officer with the St. Paul Police Department, married, and the father of one. He recalls the racial prejudice of some American whites in the aftermath of Pearl Harbor.

It was kind of a shock. And I do remember, and I got a chuckle out of it, I heard a lot of white fellows say, “Well, we’ll straighten that out in about sixty days.” And I says, “It ain’t going to happen that way, that quick.” “What do you mean? Hell, what can they do?” I says, “It’s going to be long. This war ain’t going to end in no two weeks or three weeks. It’s going to be a long haul.” But you see, that’s the reflection of the people thinking about people with dark skin. “No way for them to be able to beat us.” Well, they found out.

Having immigrant parents or strong ethnic ties could play a role in how individuals reacted. Lois Breitbarth (b. 1927), who lived on a farm near Wheaton, in southern Minnesota, remembers her grandmothers, immigrants from Germany, being upset that the United States would now be at war with the country of their birth.

As far as the war, I remember quite vividly the day Pearl Harbor was bombed. That was December 7, 1941. I was in high school, and it really shook everybody; it was a surprise attack. You know, we had been following what had happened over in Europe, with Hitler taking over the various countries. In high school, in history class, that was a big item, and we talked about that a lot, but everybody was really surprised by the attack on Pearl Harbor, and then that war was declared then right away after that. I remember President Roosevelt on the radio, because there was no TV then [laughs], and I remember sitting by the radio and listening to him declare war on Japan. The day after.

My grandmothers, both of them came from Germany, and my paternal grandmother especially, she didn’t like the idea that we were going to fight against Germany. She didn’t think at that time that Hitler was that bad a person, and she had family and relatives yet in Germany. She didn’t really at first like the idea, here the United States was going to fight against her homeland.

Looking back on Pearl Harbor and its aftermath, and considering the experiences excerpted above, it might be tempting to draw the conclusion that, as Gloria Johnson stated, “everybody remembers that I think, if they lived then.” But the reality is much more complex: while it is true that many can recall with some precision where they were and how they initially reacted, a sizable minority have only vague memories of that day or of their response to the news that the United States was at war with both Japan and Germany.

The oldest of six children of Mexican immigrant parents, Henry T. Capiz (b.1926) was a high school student in St. Paul in December 1941. He remembers that the day’s news hardly affected him.

I was a teenager, and I wasn’t doing much of anything. I was hanging around the house, and the news came over the radio. I had grown up with war, so it didn’t make too much of an impact on me. During my childhood years and teenage years that’s all you heard was war. First it was the Japanese in China, then it was the Spanish Civil War, then the war started in 1939. So it was war, war, war. So it didn’t register too much at the time, and I certainly never thought I’d get involved. I didn’t give it much thought. I just thought it was another news item. As young as I was, it didn’t have a lot of impact on me.

I think [my parents] were a little shocked. As I said, a lot of emotion didn’t register at that time. I don’t have a lot of memories about that particular day.

Lois Snyder (b. 1922) of Lanesboro, in southeastern Minnesota, had finished high school and was looking for a permanent job. She admits that she did not realize at first how the war would affect her life.

I was home yet. I had been working up in the Twin Cities for a while, kind of babysitting, maid stuff, not doing much of anything, and I was home for the weekend. That’s about it right there. My boyfriend [and future husband, Gerry], he was working and going to school up at Dunwoody [Institute in Minneapolis], and by then I think he was working. [He] had come down to Lanesboro for the weekend … and I think we had just been out riding around or something, and we came home and heard it on the radio at my house.

Well, I was just out of high school and … I was unbelievably naïve when I think back. I wanted to find a job of some kind, and so far I hadn’t done anything very much, nothing special. [pauses three seconds] Didn’t make that much difference to me…. Gerry realized of course that it was war, and my dad had been in World War I, so he knew right away what it meant. Along about then we decided that we would get married. At first we said, no, we will wait till afterwards; then we decided we would get married before he went into service.

Jacob Gondeck of Gilman, in central Minnesota, was working at a CCC camp in the north-central part of the state. He admits that he paid little attention to what might happen next.

We were out in the CCC camp [in Outing, Cass County], and all at once, “Hey, jeez, they bombed Pearl Harbor.” That went like wildfire through all the barracks and that. Then all these older guys, they couldn’t wait to get in. After a week there was hardly anybody in the camp. They all went to sign up. You just went from one desk to another and signed up.

My reaction? You know, at [age] seventeen you don’t … it doesn’t hit you. You don’t think. What I was thinking about, well, I was looking forward to having this tryout with the [Minneapolis] Millers [baseball team]. I was a pitcher. But that’s what I had in my mind.

Larry Strand (b. 1924) was living with his parents on a farm in then-rural Brooklyn Center. He knows he was working when the attack took place, but his reaction, as he recalls it, was minimal.

I was working at a local Standard Oil station. After taking care of a car at the gas pumps, I went into the office and heard on the radio that the Japanese had bombed us. Well, we always had music on. It was always a background. It wasn’t so much listening; it was just having a little bit of something in the background. And I was usually working by myself.

I can’t describe [my reaction to the news]. At that time I was seventeen. I guess I didn’t have much of a reaction, except that I was disgusted with the Japanese. I can say that much. I knew where Hawaii was—Pearl Harbor, probably not. [laughs] I don’t remember [talking about it with my parents]. I think I kept it to myself.

A junior at Mechanic Arts High School, Bert Sandberg of St. Paul recalls being out with friends when he first got the news, but he acknowledges that he paid little attention—his interest was focused on school and sports.

It was December of ’41, and it was on a late Sunday night. I’ll never forget. We had played basketball, and we were at Bridgeman’s, a restaurant, an ice cream store, on the corner of St. Peter and Seventh [in St. Paul]. And we stopped in there—we had an old Model A—and one of the boys came out and says, “They bombed Pearl Harbor!” And nobody knew where Pearl Harbor was. We didn’t know what he was talking about. “Where’s that?” “Hawaii,” [he said]. “But where’s Hawaii?” It was very … [pauses three seconds] kind of a shock.

To be honest with you, I was so wrapped up in sports and that … I guess I didn’t know much about the outside world, like Germany, Japan. I figured nobody could beat us. I didn’t know any better.

And the big shock came as the next day we went to school at Mechanic Arts. It was a Monday, and they had an assembly about the war. I think Roosevelt signed the declaration two days later. And [the principal] says, “And now we’re going to sing the ‘Star-Spangled Banner.’” And nobody knew it. So he said we all had to go back to our homeroom, study it, and come back in half an hour! We all came back, and then we could sing the “Star-Spangled Banner.”

A few others’ reactions went beyond the personal and the immediate to a view of the larger impact or the potential longer-term consequences. For Clarke Chambers of Blue Earth, in southern Minnesota, a junior at Carleton College in Northfield, the events of 7 December 1941 were just the beginning of a generation-defining event.

I was listening to one of those broadcasts, symphony orchestras, by radio. Was it the Philharmonic probably? And the news broke in. This is my memory. I was active politically in the student body [at Carleton], and we had a little committee about foreign policy and things like that, so we went and got the right professors and put together a symposium that evening in Severance Grand Hall. Right away we were into it.

I think that everybody was just eager to know what on earth this was, and where it was going to turn out. Some of us, obviously, as all student bodies, were better informed than others, but it was information. And also, implicit there with the young men was, “Okay, where do I go to sign up?” At that time nobody knew. But there was a sense of real crisis and emergency that we were going to be the hell out of there.

[As to my emotional response,] I’m sure it was not fear…. My closest buddies—and including myself, but they wouldn’t have me—within a week they were up at Minneapolis trying to register [for military service]. A lot of the really gung ho guys were going in the marines; okay, if they were physically able and they could see, they went there. But the people were going up fast. I think it was a rush to be part of that generation. I think we knew, my friends—this is not universal—we knew that this was really an important war that had to be won. [We saw this] very quickly.

Twenty-six-year-old Beatrice (Bea) Kellgren was married and living in St. Paul. The Japanese attack represented an opportunity and an adventure for Bea and her husband, John. Within a month they were on their way to Seattle, for John had found a job with the aircraft manufacturer Boeing.

We were living on Grand Avenue in St. Paul. My father-in-law was there for dinner, and we were listening to the radio, and all of sudden this came on. We were all horrified. We sat there looking at each other, thinking, “Now what’s this going to mean for us?” ’Cause at that time my husband had just lost his government job … with the National Youth Administration. They just closed down, so we knew we were going to have to do something. So we just kind of sat there wondering, because we knew our lives were going to change, but we didn’t know quite where to go from there.

I think everybody just about realized the same thing. It was hard for my father-in-law, because he was quite elderly and to think of another world war coming, it was pretty hard on him. But us, we were really young. We knew it was going to be an adventure. I mean, we weren’t worried, we knew things were going to open up, because living in Minnesota was sort of, not drab, but we knew this was all happening on the coast. And we were a part of it [in Minnesota], because we were a part of the U.S., but we lived where we weren’t that involved in it just yet.

Why did we go [to Seattle]? Because within the next few days, there were ads in the paper for aeronautical engineers for Boeing in Seattle. My husband was not an aeronautical engineer, but he knew he could be one, so first thing he went down, made an appointment, and was interviewed and got the job, and so we left a couple of days after Christmas.

Practically all our friends moved out to California, or of course a lot of the fellows were drafted. We had drafting then, so a lot of the fellows were called up right away. So, within the next few weeks there was a big change. Very scary, especially [for] those that went in the service. Who knew about war?

Earl Nolte was a high school senior living at home in Fairmont, in southern Minnesota. He and his friends immediately saw that their post-graduation plans had likely been made for them that day.

A group of my friends were out playing football. It was a very nice day on December seventh. We were out playing football and kind of got tired, so we went into the house to get a drink. Then the radio came on saying the Japanese had bombed Pearl Harbor. Most of us there were seniors, and right away it struck you—that takes care of, “What are we going to do after getting out of high school?” We’re going to college, or going to work, or what are we going to do. We know where we’re going now. It was quite a sobering thought. Again, not knowing what’s ahead or anything like that. But as young kids it was still kind of exciting.

As to my folks’ reactions, especially with three sons, you know how Mother would take that. She right away was concerned about, “Now what will happen to my three boys?” It ended up that all three were in the service at the same time. This was hard on Mother.

My dad very rarely said anything. He always kept everything to himself. He was just a quiet guy. I’m sure he really was hurt, but he never said much.

Paul Peterson was a high school senior, too, living with his parents in Minneapolis, not far from Powderhorn Park. In his memory, the news was on everyone’s mind, and the implications were clear.

That’s one of those dates, as President Roosevelt said, “a date to live in infamy.” I was at home. It was a Sunday. We had come home from church, and the word came over the radio. We didn’t hear it—somebody else did and telephoned our house to let us know. It wasn’t long after that—incidentally, it’s something that’s long since faded into history—that we heard the newsboys on the street hawking the “Extra! Extra! Read all about it!” On Sunday. They published a separate edition. An extra edition of the paper with the news of the attack on Pearl Harbor. It was very interesting because, being a senior in high school, I was pretty self-absorbed and wasn’t paying much attention to what was going on in the world, but it certainly was a shock. I think to everyone.

I think we realized—being 1941, I was seventeen years old—what this meant in terms of potential military service. I had a brother who was five years older. My parents were very, very concerned, obviously, that he would be ultimately drafted or that he would wind up in the service somewhere. He did, as I did.

The first thing out of my mother’s mouth, I think, was that her sons were going to wind up in service. For them, you have to realize, in 1941, that wasn’t that many years after the end of World War I, which they remembered and remembered very well. Although my father never served in World War I.

[In school,] everyone talked about it. I had classmates, high school classmates, who obviously did volunteer. My brother-in-law volunteered as a marine, because his dad was a marine. I talked about it, thought about it, but I decided I was going to wait to be drafted…. It was no surprise when [my draft notice] came.

Members of a final group tell still a different story, for in December 1941 they were already in the military. Experiences of that day vary greatly, as do responses. James Beck (b. 1921) of rural Palisade enlisted in the army in 1939. After the assault on Pearl Harbor, he remembers a fear that the continental United States could be attacked by the Japanese.

I was stationed in Fort Lewis, Washington, and when Pearl Harbor was bombed Fort Lewis was evacuated. Roughly fifteen to twenty thousand troops, I would say, we all went out in the field, you know, away from Fort Lewis, because we expected that to be bombed by the Japanese at any time.

We had, of course, been briefed often about world affairs and what the likelihood was of us getting into the war, so we knew what was going on as well as anybody. So I guess it wasn’t too unexpected when it happened. But I was angry.

Dick Mertz was born in 1921 in Saskatchewan, but his family moved to Shakopee, Minnesota, when he was a child. In 1940 he enlisted in the military, spending more than three years in the Canadian service before transferring to the American service. In December 1941 he was in Calgary, Alberta.

I signed up in St. Paul. They had a recruiting office in the old railroad station in downtown St. Paul. That’s where I saw the sign, and that’s where I went in to get information. I’m pretty sure the guy that signed me up was a used car salesman. [laughs] I mean he really worked on me to get me in there. I bought a lot of things. I believed him—that was a mistake. He talked about the opportunity of seeing this country and that country. Seeing Canada and seeing England. That appealed to me. I wasn’t anxious to fight; I was anxious to see the world. This was the opportunity.
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Ken Jensvold of Montevideo went to Winnipeg in 1940 and enlisted in the Royal Canadian Air Force. By December 1941 he was a flight instructor, stationed in Lethbridge, Alberta. About Pearl Harbor he noted, “I flew seven training flights on 7 December, from our airfield in High River, Alberta. The local papers covered [the attack], but I didn’t take any great note of it one way or another.”



First of all, the Canadians were very happy about [the United States getting into the war] because so far the battle had been entirely in Europe without any help from the United States. Well, with limited help from the United States, I guess I’d say. So they accepted it rather happily, and so did I. I was in the same position as a lot of Canadians there—anxious to have some help…. I guess I considered myself an American in a Canadian uniform, though. I think that [other people] saw me a lot the way I saw myself, as an American boy who was up in Canada training to be in the war.

Walter T. Larson joined the U.S. Navy in 1940, after high school. He experienced 7 December 1941 as an electrician on the battleship USS Nevada, which was anchored at Pearl Harbor.

I got up early in the morning and went to breakfast. I was going to wash clothes that day…. There were quite a few guys down there and they were talking…. Anyway, I was there for a little bit, and this guy come running down the passageway, and he was just screaming. “The god-damned Japs are bombing the hell out of us. General Quarters General Quarters!” And about that time, the General Quarters sounded…. We were going to start up to the searchlights [which was my battle station], but this kid, he says, “No, I ain’t going up there.” I said, “Well, if you don’t go to your battle station, it’s a general court martial. It’s one or the other.” He said, “Well, you go first, and I’ll follow.” So we got up there, and there were two, three other electricians up there and some other guys on the search lights….

There was a guy up there doing special duty, a seaman. He had a machine gun, a 30-caliber machine gun with the old round clip on top…. There was quite a bit of fire and stuff. About that time a [Japanese] plane came in and torpedoed us. And as it banked away, we all stood there and was watching him. He wasn’t very far away from the ship. We hollered at this kid to start to shoot. And we could see the bullet holes go right in the center of the plane, about every six inches down the center. Must have hit the pilot and the guy in the back end right up through the bottom [of the plane]. It crashed right behind the ship shortly, and the back canopy opened up, and this guy started to crawl out, the gunner in the back end. He started to crawl out, but the plane started to go down, and he went with it. So they both must have been wounded. I don’t know if there were two or three guys in the plane, but it went down and that was it.

That’s when I started to think that a person could get hurt. This is for real! I don’t think [that entered my mind before that], because we trained and everything was automatic. You just did it. I had some kids ask me sometime, at one of the schools where we were talking about it, “Did you get scared?” I said, “No, I don’t think at the time I was scared, but that night when we went to bed, then I got scared.” Because there were so many wounded ones and so many dead. You get to thinking that you’re lucky that you weren’t one of them.

We were up on the searchlights there, and there wasn’t much we could do. You don’t use the searchlights in the daytime. We were more or less just watching what was going on. Shortly after that the [battleship] Arizona got bombe. When that thing went up we were still on the searchlights, and that fire must have gone thousands of feet up in the air. It really was big, and the noise, you can’t even imagine the noise it was when it went off. And the fire from there hit us like a blast furnace; the heat from the explosion hit us up there.

It was just shortly after that that they ordered us off the searchlights to go below. On the way down we ran into Chief Boatswain’s Mate Hill, and he told us to close a hatch that was on the stern of the ship before we went down below. So there were four of us that went and closed this hatch, and we went down below. We stopped at sickbay; we thought maybe we could help at sickbay. The doctor there, he told us no, we’d be more harmful than we would be good, because we didn’t know what was going on anyway.

About that time, there were a couple of black guys that came down. They were burned pretty bad. Their skin was hanging down. And I remember the doctor telling them to go sit in the corner while he took care of some people that were really hurt. So we went down below the armor deck and cleaned some compartments where they’d operated on some of the guys and stuff, and helped wherever we could at that time.

I was more mad than anything. I couldn’t believe that they would do something like that without notice or something. But actually, I don’t think we really thought too much about anger or anything else. The thing was to help who we could and get things going as much as we could after the bombing was stopped. After the bombing, the electrical gang, we tried to get as much electricity going throughout the ship, because most of it was out already. And I was picked to go up to this number five casement and pick up some of the bodies and bring them down so they could be identified. I helped carry two of them. That was all I could carry. They figured I’d be a casualty, too, so they told me to leave [before I got sick]…. Some of the guys I picked up I went through boot camp with. I lost two electricians that were very close. And I don’t know how many were wounded. But there were quite a few. [emotionally] I lost quite a few friends.

Toshio Abe was born in 1919, the son of Japanese immigrant parents. In April 1941, while a college student, he was drafted into the U.S. Army. He was stationed at Fort Ord, California, in December 1941. He initially took offense when asked how he felt about the Pearl Harbor attack.

You mean [how I felt] as a Japanese American? I didn’t even think about it. The enemy attacked Pearl Harbor. People like you ask that question because we are Japanese Americans, and, consequently, we may have had some negative thoughts about patriotism. [somewhat irritated] “How do you feel? What’s your attitude toward the Japanese and being an American?” I think 99 percent of us didn’t even give that a thought. It was the enemy versus us, as Americans. [pauses five seconds]


[image: image]

Herman Hinrichs of St. Paul (left)was a machinist on the USS Oklahoma, stationed at Pearl Harbor on 7 December 1941. He vividly remembers escaping the torpedoed ship with a crewmate: “The starboard portholes were still open because the ship was on its side, so … we got a hold of the upward bunks, pulled ourselves up, and got out through a porthole, and dropped into the water. Of course by the time we got out, the water was all burning—it was all on fire—and [Japanese aircraft] were strafing us. So, all you could do was dive down, swim under water, come up and get a breath of air, and swim.” Herman spent 1942–45 in the Pacific on the battleship Massachusetts.



After Pearl Harbor social attitudes might have changed. I think a lot of people were confused as to how they should regard us, Japanese Americans in uniform, in the U.S. Army uniform. In answer to your question, my reaction is somewhat neutral. I never even thought about that other than possibly there might be some few people that would really let you know how they felt positively or negatively about it. Probably I think in the minds of many of the majority of people, being Caucasians, they might have had negative reaction, yet I don’t recall any unpleasant incidents.

Alois (Al) Kopp (b. 1918) grew up on a 640-acre farm near Raleigh, North Dakota. He enlisted in the U.S. Navy in 1937, and in December 1941 was a pharmacist’s mate on the cruiser USS Houston, then in the Philippines. Al remembers a false sense of security after the first Japanese attack and a sense of arrogance toward the enemy.

You always think it’s in the future, so when it suddenly happened, then you get a shock. A surprise…. You had thought about it in the past. We just knew that it would happen sometime.

We were in Iloilo on the island of Panay, an island just south of Luzon. We were in their capital port taking on fuel. I was sleeping. Still in bed. It was about like four o’clock in the morning of the eighth. The ship’s General Quarters alarm went off. We heard the general alarm go off, and everybody was blasting over the loudspeaker that the war was on. “They’re bombing Pearl Harbor.” We took off. We got out of there, and we hadn’t gotten out of the harbor and they were bombing us.

[The Japanese] knew exactly where we were. They were bombing us, and it didn’t do much good. The bombs didn’t even get really close to us, which, we thought, “Well, this is great.” We found out differently afterwards.

We had this feeling. It’s crazy how kids think, but we were real proud of the navy, and our gunnery was the best…. We’ll take this war and we’ll take these Japs on. They all have big Coke-bottle lenses and buckteeth, and they can’t read, and they can’t shoot. We were looking at three months, and then we go back to school.
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