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The Longest Two Years: the experiences of a young airman of WWII

By Alvin Leroy Hirschi

I shall begin the story with the first day of my entrance into the U.S. Army in August 1943. I remember standing in formation and the Sergeant was telling us, “You’re in the Army now. You will eat Army, sleep Army, live Army! You may as well forget everything EXCEPT Army!”

At this point I thought to myself, “that’s what he thinks” because I had just met my future wife and I sure wasn’t going to forget her. It’s strange how things work out; before I was drafted I tried to enlist in the Airforce, but I didn’t pass the entrance exam. But before I left the Induction camp, an Airforce officer came and asked if anyone wanted to volunteer for the Airforce. I said “yes”, took a color blindness test, and then I was officially in the USAAF. We were soon on our way to Sheppard Field, Texas for Basic Training.

After about three weeks, a letter from my girlfriend arrived telling me I was going to be a father. So, my Basic Training was interrupted as the Chaplin arranged for me to go home and get married. All the guys couldn’t understand how I got a furlough so soon. I told them they had to make arrangements before they got in the service. I had a seven day leave and we were married in the chapel at Fort Snelling in Minnesota. Before I knew it I was on my way back to Texas.

The next stop of this Army career was gunnery school in Las Vegas, Nevada. This was November 1943. There was a six week crash course at which time we were restricted to base, up at 5:30 am, SSSS classes from 8-5, with an hour for lunch, and in bed at 9pm. Class subjects included aircraft recognition, 50 caliber machine guns parts and how they work. We had to take the guns apart and put them back together again blindfolded!  We studied how the turrets and gun sights worked. Everything was repeated over and over until we had it mastered. 

After the classroom training, we went out to the gunnery range where we began firing 30 and 50 caliber machine guns at a moving target. The target would go around a track the instructors would malfunction your gun and you would have to figure out what was wrong and proceed to fix it. It was always very noisy and a little intimidating firing those big guns. We also had to practice shooting from a moving target at a moving target. To do this, we were put in the back of a truck with a 12-gauge shotgun. The truck would run a circular course with skeet houses every so often. When the truck got within range they would release a skeet or two, which we were suppose to hit. “Ha” After spending the day on the range our arms were black and blue from the shoulder to the elbow.

Next came what we thought was the most exciting part of school, firing from an airplane. The first day on a flight line was a little scary. I had never been up in an airplane before and when I saw the B-17 up close I couldn’t believe it could stay up in the air it was so big. When the engines started and we rolled out to take off, the pilot revved up the engine. As I saw the wings move up and down, I was sure the plane wouldn’t stay up.

During gunnery training, we spent a lot of time in air-to-air and air-to-ground shooting. There were smaller planes towing a large white cloth target that we shot at. I am sure there were a few holes in those planes too. At this time I used to look out at the mountains of Nevada far below and wonder how a person could jump out of an airplane. Little did I know, about a year later I would find out.

Christmas of 1943 was the only time I got off the base. Some of the casinos had parties for servicemen, and I was one of the lucky ones chosen to go. We had a good meal and nice entertainment, which was a welcome break in our training. I remember I sent Ardelle a silver ID bracelet and some silver dollars for Christmas.

In February 1944, gunnery school was over and I was awarded my gunnery wings and a PFC stripe. Best of all I got a fourteen day leave before I was to report to Florida to be assigned to a Bomber crew. The time at home was great, it was good to see my parents and of course, Ardelle. She was quite pregnant by now and it still didn’t seem like we were married. I felt very lonely when it was time to leave. The train ride from Minneapolis to Florida was long and crowded. It seemed like everybody was in a hurry to get from here to there.
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I arrived in Tampa Florida and was housed in a converted horse barn located on the State Fairgrounds in the center of town. Every day we marched around town or were put on K.P. while we waited to be processed into a crew. Finally they posted the crews. My crew included the following:

Lt. Robert Puckett- pilot

Lt. Donald Childes- co-pilot

Lt Charles Ingram- navigator

Lt. McCoon- bombardier  (accidentally drowned after a few weeks with the crew)

Lt Robert Smith (Smitty)

Sgt. Robert Salley- Engineer and top turret gunner

Sgt. Roman Yriarte- radio operator

Sgt. Alvin Hirschi- ball turret gunner

Sgt. Jarvis Williams- waist gunner

Sgt. Jim Ruttledge- waist gunner

Sgt. Attilio Terrapelli- tail gunner

We soon boarded a train for Avon Park Florida to begin our crew training. One week we would fly mornings, the next week in the afternoons, then the evenings. This added up to a lot of hours in the air practicing formation flying, gunnery practice, and cross country navigational flights. We also went on high altitude flights to practice being in our positions on oxygen for long periods of time. Each crew member had a chance to go up to the cockpit and fly the plane in case the pilot was killed. On the ground we practiced how to get out of the plane if we had to land in water, called ditching. We had many hours in the classroom on aircraft identification and Morse code.

The four months the crew was in training we became very close. We went on pass together and other social things. Some of the guys had their wives down there. Ardelle kept writing to me and drawing little pictures of herself to show how big she was getting. I was waiting and waiting for some word and finally on April 6th, I got word that I was a father of a little girl. We named her Faye. About a month later I begged Ardelle to come down before we shipped out. She had not been out of Minnesota  before and she seemed a little scared. Her parents did not want her to go, as they were concerned she would get pregnant again. Ardelle persisted, and my mom said she would take care of baby Faye. I met her at the local hotel and we had a few weeks together. She met all the other crew members and what wives were there as well. One weekend we went to West Palm Beach with all the crew. We had a great time! 

The word came down that we were moving out, up to Savannah, Georgia for our overseas processing. This is where we got shots and were issued overseas equipment among other things. We also found out we were going over on a boat as replacement crews, this meant we didn’t get our own plane as some crews did.

When the word came about moving out, I had to decide what to do with my wife and then “Charlie” our navigator, who had his car at the base, asked the co-pilot’s wife if she would drive it up to Savannah. She asked Ardelle to go along. The crew was on a troop train and then the wives drove up. Everything in Savannah was very secretive. We didn’t know how long we would be there or when we would leave. Within about a week we got word we were leaving. Everybody was restricted to base because we were leaving in the morning. Now I really had a problem, I couldn’t get off the base or call Ardelle. I spoke with Charlie and he said, “here’s what we’ll do, I’ll put you in the trunk of my car to get you through the gates, then you do what you need to do and I will take you back.” That was a big favor; he could have been in big trouble if caught. I picked up Ardelle at the hotel and told her I was leaving and we had to get her home. Within an hour we packed her things and went to the train station, bought a ticket, put her on the train and we kissed good-bye, then she was gone. It was all very sad because I knew I was going overseas and I may never see her or my daughter again.

The next morning we were put on a troop train headed for New Jersey. then on a ferry boat across the bay to New York and the docks. We loaded on a troopship with just about every other type of military personnel there was. The date was July 1, 1944. We went to bed that night at the dock but when we woke up we were well out to sea. It would take us 25 days to cross the Atlantic. I thought this would be a long, boring trip if not for the fact that I had never been on a boat before and there were so many people. The bunks were like hammocks, about 5-6 high and were located way down in the hold of the ship. My bunk was on the bottom and it had an air vent right by my head so I lucked out. The officers shared staterooms including the officers on our crew. This sometimes caused a problem because we (the enlisted men) would go up to the officers room and play poker with our co-pilot or navigator. The other officers (infantry or artillery) would get mad because our officers would fraternize with us enlisted men and theirs wouldn’t. We had another altercation with the other military groups when their officers tried to put us on work details, like K.P.  The officers in charge of our Airforce group, a colonel, told them in no uncertain terms that none of his aircrew was ever going to pull any work details. From then on we never had any more trouble from them.
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After zigzagging all across the Atlantic, we finally arrived in Liverpool, England in late July. It was late evening when we got off the boat and everything was very dark. Kind of a strange feeling knowing that I was in a different country. The Britons met us with, ”Here yank, have some doughnuts and coffee.” We loaded into trains and tweeted into the night toward Northern England. We were in Wales or Scotland a week or so waiting to be assigned to a Bomb Group. The country was so strange as it didn’t get dark until 11 or 11:30 PM. We had to pull the blackout curtains so we could go to sleep.

We arrived at our new airbase the first part of August 1944. The 379th Bomber group which was located at Kimbolton, Huntingtonshire, England (USAAF Station 117). We were about 50 miles north of London. Our planes were identified by a big triangle with the letter K inside, located on the tail.

There were four squadrons in our group,  #524, 525, 526, and 527. They each had twelve planes. My crew was assigned to the 527th squadron. We spent more time on training missions and practicing our jobs on the plane. It was an exciting yet apprehensive time. I didn’t think too much about the danger of war until one day as we stood on the field to watch our planes come back. One plane shot out a flare, which meant there were wounded on board. The plane landed and when they pulled the co-pilot out, we could see he had only half his face left. I still get butterflies when I remember it.

It was finally our turn. We got the word we would fly the next day-August 16, 1944. We got up before dawn and went down to the mess hall for breakfast. Everyone was real quiet and uptight. After chow we picked up our flight gear and parachute and went to the briefing room where we were told about our mission, the target and location. From there, we went to the plane in jeeps and trucks. The ground crews were just finishing their different duties preparing the planes. Then we proceeded to pre-flight to check our individual positions. It was still dark outside. 

In the process of checking my two 50 caliber guns, somebody had left a round in the chamber. When I checked the trigger solenoid, it fired. The bullet bounced off the cement pad in to the air. It was a tracer bullet. Needless to say, there was a lot of commotion and one scared little turret gunner-me.

Finally we were in the air gaining altitude and moving into formation. We were on our way to our first target-Delitzsch, Germany. By the time we were over the English Channel, we were at about 23,000 feet. It was very cold and I saw lots of vapor trails. As we approached the coast of Holland, which was German territory, we got our first taste of enemy fire. We were barely across the coast when we got a burst of flak and some shrapnel hit the glass nose. The navigator said he was hit. I thought, “Oh God, we’re not even close to target and already we’re hit!” It turned out to be a tiny piece and no one was hurt. We made it back that day, but we had lost some aircraft. This was the first of 24 missions for me, all of which were very traumatic-some more than others. You do a lot of praying when you see airplanes going down all around you. When you sit in the plane on the bomb run and see shells bursting in front of the plane, you can tell how many guns were in each group by the number of bursts. When I saw two bursts in front I’d squeeze my butt expecting the next one to be right at me. With every burst the plane would shake from the concussion. It’s a feeling I shall never forget. 

To those of us who flew missions, life now seemed unsure, so temporary. 

We got to go on pass to Bedford and London after our 6th mission. It helped to get away for a while. One thing was for sure, when you got back from pass and the flag was up in the day room, that meant you were flying the next morning, and all the feelings of anxiety came right back. Air losses were very heavy in 1944. We learned later that our chances of finishing our tour of 35 missions, was about 30%. More men were lost in the air than on the ground, so it was to happen that we would run out of luck on some mission.

It happened on my 24th mission, which was to Seitz, Germany, on the 30th of November 1944 that we met our Waterloo. That morning was kind of strange in that we hadn’t flown for about a week due to bad weather. Everyone was a little uneasy about going up again. Everything went routinely, we awoke at 4:30am, had breakfast (try eating at that time of morning when your stomach is doing flip-flops) then over to our mission briefing. We were told we were flying deep into Germany, and that if we had to bail out, the only thing to do was to head west and stay away from civilians. After the briefing we headed for our equipment; flight suits, parachutes, and boots. Most guys were superstitious, like wearing the same shoes or underwear on each mission. It seems the mission was doomed from the start as I wore a different pair of shoes out to the plane, and then the flight was shut down because of fog over England. We waited and waited until finally word came down to board. When I put my chute harness on I decided to tighten up my leg straps, which were normally loose. I guess I had a feeling it may not be a good mission. We finally lifted off with some fog still lingering. We gained altitude and got into formation. Then, heading out to the English Channel, we were on our way to another target deep inside German borders. The first part of the trip was routine, flying at about 24,000 feet. The constant drone of the engines, the whistling of the wind as it went past my turret, the far off crackling of Morse code in my earphones. I checked all the connections in my position: oxygen, heated clothing, intercom, guns, and gun sight. All the while I was watching for enemy aircraft. I could partially see the ground between the clouds. It was quite a sight to see the bright blue, sunlit sky above and the white puffy clouds below. I could look out and see all of these planes in perfect formation, with the long vapor trails behind them. Hard to believe we were only a few minutes from the terror, destruction, and death of our mission. 

We were now on our initial point (I.P.) meaning from this point on, all planes held a straight and steady course until the bombs were dropped on target. This meant to fly a straight line on a pre-determined compass heading, speed, time, and altitude. Then we started to get anti-aircraft fire from the Germans. Anti-aircraft shells are shot up to reach enemy plane altitude, and then they explode. As they explode, they spew shrapnel pieces into the sky and when they hit, it caused the plane to bounce around. All you can do is sit and hope a shell doesn’t hit home. When we reached the target, our leader decided to circle around and come thru again for better bombing results. This was a bad decision. The Germans really zeroed in on us. The plane to our right had a wing shot off and went down. Nobody survived the crash. Our entire squadron was ripped apart. Then our plane was hit and the shell knocked out both number 3 and 4 engines. We fell out of formation. I don’t know how far we fell but I thought I was in the top turret instead of the bottom. The pilot finally got the plane under control even though we had only two engines left. One of the others was “wind-milling” which caused the plane to vibrate terribly. Since we still had our bombs on board, the added weight was a big drag on the plane, so we immediately got rid of them-BOMBS AWAY. 

The pilot called down for me to check for fire anywhere on the underside of the plane. Then he instructed me to get out of the turret and try to drop the turret to lighten the load even more. The tools for this purpose were normally taped to the turret column, but not today! Another snafu. Crew members started throwing out anything we could get loose- guns, ammo, radio equipment, etc., to lighten the load. We had a brief moment of hope when the co-pilot came back and told us we were able to hold our altitude and speed. Then just as he turned to go back to his seat, there was a misfire in one of the two good engines. Don, our co-pilot, turned back to us and just shook his head. We were doomed. Our chances of getting out of Germany went to none. The risk of crash landing was too great because of the thick cloud cover, and we couldn’t see shit. We had no idea what the terrain below looked like to land safely. Bob, the pilot, was afraid if we lost the other engine he wouldn’t be able to control the plane and it would go into a spin. Then nobody would get out. He rang the bell that warned us to jump out, and now. Before we jumped, Bob gave us a little pep talk-he said,” We have been dishing it out for 24 missions, now we have to see how well we can take it!” At that time I had no idea how much “taking it” there would be.

None of us had jumped before so it was frightening, but we had no other options. I was the last one out of the waist door. I waited until the pilot climbed out of the cockpit before I gave up on the chance we’d stay with the plane. We were down to 6000 feet in altitude-just above the clouds. I put my arms on top of the chute and rolled out the door. It was hard to tell which end was up! I must have been upside-down when the chute opened because it snapped me upright so hard that the strap across my chest knocked the wind out of me. It’s a good thing I tightened my leg harnesses or I may not have had any more children. Thank God we had time to get out! After my chute opened I could see the plane above me and then Bob jumped out and I saw his chute open. I descended into the clouds. I could not see the ground until seconds before I hit it. I found myself on a hill in an open field with no cover within 500 yards. There wasn’t anybody around so I proceeded to take off my chute and hid it in some brush. I started to run toward the nearest stand of trees. All of a sudden I heard someone yelling, “Halt!” and I fell to the ground. I looked around but I didn’t see anybody so I got up and started to run, again I heard “Halt!” I still couldn’t see anybody. I was like a rabbit trying to find a hole. Then I saw two civilians coming toward me with a large German Shepherd on a leash. They caught up with me and motioned that I go retrieve my chute. I later found out that local women prize the nylon chute material. They then marched me toward town and to a group of buildings. As we were walking on this cobblestone pathway, a young, pretty German girl about 16 or 17, walked up to me and stood about 6 inches from my face and proceeded to call me a “dirty English swinhound” (dirty pig) and spit in my face. Then two guys came over, one on a motorcycle wearing a uniform. We were told to give ourselves up to the military as soon as we could, so I went over to him and began to give name, rank, and serial number. He must have been a mailman or something, not military because both men then began to hit me with their fists about my head. This was the start of being treated like I was less than something human for the next five months.

I was then taken down to a barn, and to my surprise there stood four of my crewmates. I was really happy to see them, at least now I wasn’t alone. Our captors were talking together in German about what to do with us. They instructed us to line up against the barn and we all looked at each other wondering what would happen next. They did have a gun, but none of us could understand German. They told us we had to walk to the next town about 6 miles away. By this time it was getting dark. Lt. Reedy, our bombardier, had sprained his ankle when he landed, so somebody was elected to help him walk-me. We arrived in the village named Daaden, and were taken to the local jail. Some of the police were smiling at me and asked, ”How old are you? The US must be short of men to send such young men and boys over here.” I always looked younger than my age; I was 19 at the time. Then we were put in an old basement cell with nothing to sleep on and only a bucket to go in for all of us. We were all pretty miserable and my mouth was puffed up from the beating, but at least I still had my teeth. I looked a fright as well because I had orange coloring all over from my MaeWest pack. This is a lifejacket that inflates and releases orange dye when you land in water, but mine broke when I bailed out. The next day we were taken by truck to a Luftwafe base and turned over to the German Air Force. At this base we met up with our pilot. We hadn’t eaten since 4am the day before. Our pilot asked the German officer in charge if we could have something to eat. They brought some black bread and coffee. The bread was dry and stuck to the roof of my mouth like sawdust. I found out later that some of was, I have seen the recipe. From the Luftwafe base we were taken to an interrogation center in Frankfort. While standing on the train platform a woman came up to Charlie and kicked him in the butt, it was kind of funny.

They made us march thru the city where everyone could see us. It was an awful sight, the city nothing but rubble, and US POW’s were working in the streets picking up the mess. At the interrogation center we were each put in a little cell with one small window and a single light bulb. I don’t remember how long I was in there, but I do remember I found a half can of corned beef in there and I made short work of it. When they finally came and took me to be interrogated, the officer asked all the usual questions. He told me what group I was from, squadron, who my pilot was, and wanted me to confirm it. I told him I could give him nothing more than my name, rank, and serial number. After the interrogation I was put in a large room like a gym. There were many POW in there, and quite a few from my squadron including Major Ramstead who flew the lead plane. We were all taken to a transit camp to be processed and sent to a permanent camp. Here we had a chance to shower and were issued regular US Army clothes. These items were made available from the Swedish Red Cross. Most of the air crews who were shot down had flimsy flying suits on with electric wiring in them, including slippers instead of shoes, so they were badly in need of more durable clothes. Fortunately I had my GI boots that mission.

When I was shipped out, I think the Germans took us in alphabetical order because not one of my crew mates went out with me as all their names started later in the alphabet. I felt very alone when I left. There were a lot of guys but nobody I knew. This was a train ride from hell. We were stuffed into half a boxcar while three German soldiers had the other half. If somebody wanted to sit down then another had to stand, that’s how crowded it was. Many guys had diarrhea and there was nothing to go in. We stopped once a day for water and some thin soup and to relieve ourselves. I think we were on the train for four days. I remember when we had an air attack alert, the train would stop and all the guards would jump out and run for the woods and leave us in the boxcar. Thank God we weren’t shot. We arrived at stalag Luft IV, which was near the town of Kiefheide in what was then East Prussia and very near the Baltic Sea. It was late afternoon and getting dark when I was put in a barracks. The room was about 20x30, and had bunks, but there were more guys than beds; so a few had to sleep on the table and floor. It was still a relief to get out of the boxcar and into a more permanent place. I was exhausted both mentally and physically, my head was busting. One of the POWS told me to lie down on his bunk and sleep. Later, they all wanted to know the latest news from the outside, especially when was the war going to be over. I told them I thought about five months, and I came pretty close to being right! It was about mid December 1944, and the weather was very cold and snowy. The snow was halfway up the windows so most of our time was spent indoors. My roommates discovered I had lice so I had to heat water to boil my clothes. They said they could live with fleas but not lice. It was always so cold we never took our clothes off. A typical day would be up at dawn for roll call, then back in the barracks for coffee, bread, and jam if there was any left. Then we played cards, mostly poker. We did have books to read including textbooks on most subjects. 

Our thoughts were almost always on food. About noon we would get a thin soup of cabbage or turnips, sometimes with traces of horsemeat, and a small ration of black bread. If it wasn’t for the Red Cross parcels, I don’t think we would have survived. On Sundays, we usually got a bowl of barley cereal. We would put powdered milk (from the Red Cross parcels) on the cereal and it was quite a treat. At Christmas time the guys put on a stage show, some dressed up in girls clothes and they had formed a band with instruments from the Y.M.C.A.; it was really a great show. All the guys in my stalag saved the raisins for months and let them ferment so we had a drink at Christmas. Sometimes the Germans found an excuse to search the barracks. Everyone had to get out, and when we returned everything was in a big mess; straw mattresses on the floor with our coffee, sugar and jam on top of it. 

It was very depressing not having any news from the outside world. We were not allowed any newspaper or radios. The only time they let us see a newspaper was when the Germans broke through at the Battle of the Bulge and when president Roosevelt died. January was a long, lonely month with its gray, cold, snowy days. Little did we know it would get a lot worse. On the 5th of February, we were told to be ready to leave the camp the next morning. We were told that anything we took, we would have to carry on our backs. So we began to make backpacks out of our blankets and made sure to pack any remaining food items and all extra clothing. We packed empty cans for drinking and eating. The camp leaders went through all the things at camp, which might be good for trading to civilians for food, and passed them out to anybody that wanted to carry them. I wound up with a pair of bowling shoes and wondered why the Y.M.C.A. would send bowling shoes to a POW camp? No bowling night here! As it turned out, I was able to trade them to a farm wife for 4 0z. of sausage and a quarter loaf of bread, not too bad. Early the next morning, the 6th of February 1945, we were lined up and ready to go. We stopped at a warehouse and the Germans passed out Red Cross parcels to each of us. We must have been one of the last groups to leave because there were extra parcels, so some of us got two. The Germans didn’t want to leave anything behind for the approaching Russians. Good luck, more food-bad luck, more weight on the back.

The first day was the worst because most of us were out of shape and malnourished. I’d guess we covered about 20 miles. We were put up in a barn that night. My legs and groin hurt so bad I didn’t care if I lived or died; I didn’t even eat any soup. This march was the most trying time of my life. We walked and walked and walked. Sometimes we’d sleep in barns; sometimes we’d sleep in fields. We’d pair up in twos to keep each other warm as it always went below freezing at night. It turned out to be a bad winter, cold and snowy. I would take my shoes off and put them under the blankets otherwise they would be frozen and I couldn’t put them on in the morning. After a few weeks, the guys started to get sick with dysentery, diarrhea, frostbite, and many feet ailments. When guys couldn’t walk anymore they put them on horse-carts and took them away. We didn’t see them anymore. It became a survival thing, so your focus is to do whatever you have to, to survive.  Food became the most important thing. As the weeks went by, farmers were reluctant to give even potatoes, so we had to steal whenever we could. I remember one time I found an onion growing in a pile of manure. I put it in my cooking can with some young grass and boiled it-what a treat that was. We would find piles of turnips left in the fields, most were rotten but you could still find parts that were okay to eat.

It was close to April now, and the weather was a little warmer which was good because my clothes were in bad shape. I didn’t have any more underwear because of the bad times with diarrhea. Since most of us had dysentery while we were marching, we had to drop out of line and squat down while the guard stood there telling you to hurry. We used snow to wipe our butts clean. We could hear big guns so we knew things were happening close by. This is when three others and me decided to escape and hide out until our troops came. So we took off and hid in the long grass along the roadside until the other POWs and guards left. Then we headed into some woods about a quarter mile from the road. We were planning our next move, evidently too loudly, because we heard somebody calling us to come out. Evidently, there was a cleanup party of POW from the last farm, with their guards who heard us talking. The Germans told us to come out, but we didn’t. Then the POW told us to come out or we would be shot. The guards fired over our heads, but we still wouldn’t come out. Then they fired into the trees and we heard the bullets whiz by us, so we decided to surrender.

We continued to march and march. Since the weather was warmer some of the guys took their shirts off to shake out some of the lice. Nobody wanted to look at himself because we were all so bony. On April 3rd, we were marched into a large POW camp called stalag 1B at Fallingbostel, Germany. There were POW from every allied country. The Germans had set up tents for us with sawdust on the floors. By this time we were completely out of food and cigarettes. When they fed us, they would put out potatoes but there was never enough. They would be gone before half the guys got any. By the 6th of April we were marched out of camp again and headed back the way we came from. I don’t know why they did this; I guess they thought our chances for food were better on the road.

The rest of the march was spent walking from farm to farm to ask for food and to sleep in the barn or fields. We were setting on the road by this large farm about mid-morning, when an American jeep came up the road with two English G.I.s. They told us this area was now under British control and that we should disarm our guards and put them in the barn. Soon a British half-track came up the road with three soldiers, and the half-track was full of German pistols, helmets, rifles, etc. They asked us if we wanted any souvenirs, but none of us were interested at the time.

This day was very emotional for me, I don’t even know how to put it into words. It was the end of about 500 miles of walking in 86 days, being tired, hungry, cold, and humiliated. Now it was over, happy day. The British told us we had to find our way back to British headquarters because they didn’t have any transportation for us this far up on the front. A buddy and me started walking and after a while we came to a small farm where a young boy was fixing a tractor. We decided we had walked far enough and we told the farmer we were taking his tractor. He asked us to bring the boy with so he could drive the tractor back. We hooked it up to a wagon, and with two loaves of fresh bread from the farmers wife, we started out. We picked up guys all along the way, and by the time we got to a main road, our wagon was full of POW. The boy jumped off and was gone by the time we got to the main road. I think he was a forced laborer from Poland that the Germans brought in to work on farms. The main highway was full of German military equipment and German POW as far as I could see.

We finally came upon two US military G.I.’s in a jeep. They took us to a staging area for R.A.M.P., repatriated allied military personnel. Then they put us in trucks and we rode most of the night, it was very uncomfortable. I don’t know where we were but they had tents set up for us and one was a big mess hall. They had prepared a meal of roast beef, mashed potatoes and gravy, and all the trimmings. Some of the guys got sick from eating such rich food so soon. It was really wonderful to get de-loused, have a shower, and get on some clean clothes. When we put the German POW in the barn earlier, I took a pair of pants from one of them since my clothes were so ragged and dirty. I was glad to get out of those German pants. I was fitted with a complete English uniform, black hobnail boots and all. I still have the German belt buckle from the pants I took, which has a swastika on it. This camp had an airstrip and they were flying x-POW’s out. There was a long line of guys waiting to go. When the next C-47 plane that came in, I went up to the pilot and asked to get on. He told me to get on right away because he was leaving. All I could think about was getting out and getting home! When we landed we were in Brussels, Belgium where I stayed in a hotel-type building. I was given a partial payment of back pay so I was able to go on leave. It seemed strange to be walking freely among other civilians again. The first thing I bought was an ice cream cone. We were told we could go on furlough in Europe or back to our base in England, but there was no way I wanted to see any more of Europe! While I was in Belgium, I was returned to American control and received my G.I. uniform. I looked like a rookie again-no stripes, no medals, no wings. The war was over on the 8th of May 1945.

I finally got word to pack up, we were going to France. I don’t remember how long it took to get there but the countryside was beautiful. Soon we were in LaHarve at a camp called Lucky Strike where we would wait for a ship home. This was a large camp, mostly tents, where the x-POW waited to go home. One day I was standing in the chow line and I saw somebody I recognized. Under the beard and mustache was my pilot, Bob Puckett. He told me that all of the other crewmembers were there too. I hadn’t seen them since the day we were shot down. They had all been at the same camp-stalag Luft I in Barth, Germany. What a happy reunion it was.

Most of the camps we were in after liberation gave us a pretty fast physical and nobody complained too much because they didn’t want to delay getting home. We finally shipped out of LaHarve about May 20th, 1945. I remember because I had my 20th birthday on the high seas. When we arrived in New York it was great; they had a boat with a band to welcome us. After we docked it seemed strangely quiet as they marched us up an alley and onto a troop train. There was nobody around. I know most of the guys didn’t look their best, so maybe the military didn’t want the public to see us. We went on to camp Kilmer in New Jersey for the processing of furloughs to the camp nearest our homes. For me that was Fort Snelling, Minnesota! 

When I arrived at Ft. Snelling, I was given some more back pay and my furlough papers for 90 days. I tried to get my uniform updated with ribbons etc., but I still looked like a rookie! From Ft. Snelling I took a cab to my sister Esther’s house in Minneapolis. When the cab stopped across the street, my wife Ardelle came running across toward the cab. It was a wonderful time; I was home. We went into the house and I saw my fourteen month-old daughter for the first time. I think she wondered who I was. I had heard no news from home, so it was a shock to learn that both our parent’s farmhouses had burned down. Nobody had been hurt, but what personal belongings we had were gone. We spent most of the time at my parent’s house so I could help them rebuild. After the 90 day furlough was up, I had to report to Florida.

[image: image4.png]



Ardelle went with me and we stayed in a hotel on the beach. I took classes for my G.E.D. and we were told about the G.I. Bill, among other things, that were available for veterans. While in Florida, the war with Japan ended so I didn’t have to worry about going to the Pacific. From Florida we went by troop train to Madison, Wisconsin to Truax Field. About a week later Ardelle took a train home. In October I received my separation papers, and I decided to hitchhike home and got a ride right to my door. The two-year ordeal was finally over. 

How strange it seems that two years can become a lifetime of memories.

Alvin Leroy Hirschi

September 2000
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