VETERANS HISTORY PROJECT
Preserving Stories of Service for Future Generations

Interview with

Albert Jonikas
Conducted Deb Barrett
August 19, 2006
This project sponsored by the Indian Prairie Public Library
In partnership with the Library of Congress

Part 1: Introduction
This interview is being conducted on August 19, 2006 at the Indian Prairie Public
Library in Darien, Illinois. My name is Deb Barrett, and I am speaking with Mr. Al
Jonikas. Mr. Jonikas was born June 10th, 1919, in Leesburgh, Pennsylvania and
now lives in Willowbrook, Illinois. He is a retired welder, most recently with the
electromotive division of GM and learned of the Veterans History Project through
another volunteer, Melanie Wicker, who is also with us today. Mr. Jonikas has
kindly consented to be interviewed for this project. This is his story. Where were
you living at the time that you entered the service and what were you doing?
I was living in Wisconsin Dells on a farm. I was working at the American Can Company
in Chicago, and the draft board was always bothering me for getting deferments, so then I
told my dad that I was going to volunteer and enter the army. I had a choice, either go in
the Marines, the Army, I mean the Navy, but I took the Army because I didn’t take the
Navy ‘cause I didn’t know how to swim.
Ok (laughing). So that ruled out the Navy and the Marines.
The Marines I thought was the same thing as the Army. I wanted to go into the Air
Force, but at that time I enlisted, the Air Force had their quota, so I went unassigned from
Milwaukee Armory to Port Sheridan, and at Port Sheridan they were activating a brand
new division, and uh infantry division in Camp Shelby, Mississippi which was the 85th
division called the Custer Division, and that’s where I got my army training.
Ok, so were you inducted at Fort Sheridan or?
No, in, oh, the Armory in Milwaukee.
Ok, so you were inducted at the Amory in Milwaukee, and then you went to Fort
Sheridan?
Right. And from Port Sheridan, uh we went to Camp Shelby, Mississippi, and at Camp
Shelby, Mississippi, I was in the infantry, and our company at that time was just
activated, and there was just about between 8-12 soldiers, and a company is usually 200
soldiers. So, I was one of the first into the company, and I got to know all of the new
fellas that came in. Yeah. In fact, I was in F-Company, and we didn’t even have a mess
hall, so the whole battalion had to go and eat in E-Company.
Ok, so tell me a little bit about what it was like, so you had to share some facilities?
Oh yes, but then, I mean, by by being on a farm, it was very easy for me to adapt to the
army because I was up early and young, and I’d like to stay a little later, and then then we
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had infantry training. I felt sorry for the city fellas because they couldn’t couldn’t take it,
you know.
They weren’t used to that hard work (laughs)?
No, no.
What did you do in your training?
I did regular infantry training, ducks, trenches, went on to infiltration courses, rifle
ranges. I did regular foot soldier occupations, so then when I was there, our company,
they didn’t have any transportation, so we got a jeep, and uh they wanted drivers. So I
was there were a lot of city fellas who didn’t even know how to drive, but when I was up
in Wisconsin, my brother-in-law, he was the egg dealer, he hauled eggs from Wisconsin
Dells to the market in Chicago. So I used to help him out driving the truck and that, so I
applied for a job to drive a truck. Finally I got a jeep driver’s ok. Then (therapy) came
but six other fellas that became drivers. We would drive in about once every six days, so
I don’t know how it happened, but the service company needed truck drivers, so I applied
for that, and I became a truck driver in the service company driving two and a half ton
trucks. And uh service company, they their company, they supplied the whole regiment
with transportation, food, ammo, quartermaster, that’s their job. So then I was on
detached service for about four months, and I met an officer. He was from
Oconomowoc, Wisconsin, second lieutenant Nielson, and finally he became the company
commander, and he asked me would I like to be transferred to service company, and I
said sure. But my company commander would not release me, so one day I was driving
him, and he was in a good mood, and I said, “Captain, I would like to ask you a
question.” And he said, “Sure.” I says, “I would like to be transferred to service
company.” And he says “Jonikas,” he says, “you came in F-company, you’re either
going to die in F-Company or you’re going to live through F-company, you’re not getting
any transfer.” So lo and behold he was an alcoholic, and he had to go to the hospital, I
guess to dry out, and in the meantime this second lieutenant that was in our platoon, he
became first lieutenant and executive officer, and he became the company commander.
So then I asked him if I could be transferred to service company, and he says, “No you’re
not doing regular infantry work, you’re my personal driver, you’re on duty 24 hours a
day.” But he says, “Johnny,” he says, “you’re one of the original ones like I am, and I’d
appreciate if you stayed.” Well, I didn’t like the F-company, so then
What didn’t you like about it?
Oh, because you were, well, in one way it was good, you didn’t have any KP duties as a
driver, because you could be called at any time. And what I didn’t like about it was then
because you were sort of harassed. They called it a brown-noser, because you’re always
with the cap, then you don’t get this duty, you don’t get guard duty and that.
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So the duty was easier, but you got picked on by the other guys?
Yes, yes. So then so then I got transferred, finally, to service company.
How did that happen if everybody kept saying they didn’t want you to transfer?
Well, this captain here, he was very good, he was from Carolina and the other captain, he
wanted me because I guess I was from Wisconsin and he was from Wisconsin, maybe
that had something so finally when I got transferred I reported to him and I saluted him
and everything and I says well do I get to go down to the motor pool for the 2 and a half
ton truck? And he says “no, he says, you’re going to drive the jeep outside, you’re my
personal driver.” And he was one of the best officers that I served under. He treated me
like a son or a brother or a brother, that’s what it was so then I, we went and we did
maneuvers all over Mississippi and Louisiana, and then out in California.
Tell us what those maneuvers were like.
Well, you you your bed was the ground and usually in Mississippi you slept under pine
trees and if in the morning when you woke up you’d have ticks on you, and ticks, they
suck your blood, and you can’t pull them off of your because you’ll pull their legs but
their head will stay in. Then you could get Rocky Mountain Fever, what they call it, you
could get very sick and you could die so the only way that we used to take them off of
was most of the soldiers, they, smoke, so they’d take a cigarette and they’d put it right by
their behind and they’d back right out. Then it was so hot that you got prickly heat also,
see,
Right.
So then then uh oh and in Mississippi and Louisiana you had to drive without lights, there
was no lights at all, you could hit a tree at night and some of the drivers or some of the
infantry, they used to get run over and get killed on maneuvers, so I usually stayed right
near my vehicle to make sure that no one was going to hit it. So then from there we went
to Louisiana, it was the same way, everything in the dark, you ate in the dark, you did
everything under dark conditions to simulate the uh combat.
Right.
And if it rained you were soaken wet and everything and it was terrible. So then we went
out to California because General Patton, he was in Africa, and he wanted our division so
that’s why we did desert maneuvers. Desert maneuvers was so hot that you couldn’t even
touch your vehicle at say 12:00 to 4:00 you’d burn yourself. Then on our vehicles we
used to, we bought what they call listor bags to put water in. They were like burlap bags
and on the top you would fill it up and it would hold about a gallon and a half of water
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and you had it on your vehicle on the mirror, the arm of the mirror, and as you were
driving in the desert, it would perspire a little bit and the water would be cool.
And that was your drinking water?
Yeah.
Ok.
Yeah, um if you want me to tell you about this
Yeah.
So then our divisional commander says that it’s so hot in the desert that he didn’t want us
to dehydrate so he had an order that all listed bags in the company were with salt inside
now how many tablets, I don’t recall, but it was terrible. Around your neck would be
white, around your waist it would be white, around your armpits it would be white, your
back’d be white, that’s from the drinking salt water.
You’re perspiring salt?
Yes yes. So then we got a new regimental commander and he came into the camp there
and he wanted to drink the water so the orderly gave him a drink of water and he took a
sip of it and then he spit it out. He says “I asked for water, not salt water.” And he says
“Sir, our orders, are from the division, that all companies will have salt water in the listor
bags.” He says, “Well, I’ll tell you what, if he wants to drink salt water, let him drink it,
he says I want fresh water, no salt” and he says that our listor bags, if the poles or the
lakes of it, he had salt tablets attached and if you wanted salt to drink, it’s up to you and if
you didn’t want it, it was up to you so then from then on he didn’t get in good company
with the general because from then on the whole regiment had fresh water and then he
wanted a little ice water, well there’s no ice water on maneuvers in the desert so towards
the evening he would send, I think a couple of trucks, 2 or 3 trucks, to Indio and they
would fill their trucks with 2 and a half tons of ice and then have a big tarp over it so by
the time the trucks would arrive where we were at, the big black area, we were lucky to
have a half a ton of ice so then we’d get a little chunk of ice to put in our listor bags, the
men used to line up just go get this fresh cold water and we did maneuvers also in dry
river beds and we had orders in case of a little drizzle or shower, get out of those river
beds as fast as you can because the rain from the mountains would come right down.
It could wash people right off of their feet.
Oh definitely. Yes. And uh then from California we went to Fort Dix, New Jersey.
How did you get to Fort Dix?
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By train.
The troop train?
Troop train, yes. There was a guard on each end of the coach there and uh that was
because we were getting ready for combat and they didn’t want any AWOLs jumping off
or telling the people that we’re going to Fort Dix, New Jersey. We weren’t allowed to
talk about it.
So what .. no, go ahead.
And at Fort Dix, New Jersey we hadta send home all of our personal belongings.
Pictures and everything like that. We had inspections.
When you were on that troop train, going to Fort Dix, you knew where you were
going?
Yeah.
You did, ok. How long did it take you to go from California to Fort Dix?
Oh, I don’t recall, I imagine about 4, 4-5 days.
How did you pass the time on the train?
Just playing cards and talking, that’s all. And I remember when we got off of the train, at
Albuquerque, it was to do a little calisthenics and that. Then I remember the route, we
went up through Colorado. I remember that we we came through Chicago and I worked
at American Can Company at, near 63rd and Western.
Ok.
And the troop train
Went right past? (laughs)
Went right past that, yeah. So then we weren’t, we weren’t too long in Fort Dix.
What did you do at Fort Dix? You said that you had to send your personal
belongings.
Yeah, I was still driving trucks. We had to uh deliver, we’ll see, whatever they needed.
The service company was that, see years ago, what took the place of service company,
was the division quartermaster and during World War II, they took away from the
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division quartermaster the trucking to each regiment. Each regiment commander, he
could transport his troops how he felt and also then in regiment they have a cannon
company, what they’d call. Cannon company is artillery pieces. Before World War I,
they would have to ask for division artillery for support. This is what they’d call a
modernized infantry it was, one of the first modernized infantry where we had our own
artillery pieces. So many artillery pieces we had, I don’t recall how many, but we had
that.
So they transferred from the higher command, they transferred responsibility down
the ranks er down the different levels to get it within your own
Yes yes. See now, before the colonel, he would have to go to division and request “I
need” let’s say “30 trucks to transfer these men from here A to Z” now he has his trucks
right here. He doesn’t have to ask for them. He does the transporting. He’s got his own
and there are different officers in service company. One is for, we’ll say, for uh Task 4,
for supplies, they have a captain in charge of ammunition, they have another captain
that’s in charge of replacements. There are so many different captains in the service
company that they do the same echelon as division but in a smaller scale and then if they
need more then they request from division. See? Then they have uh their anti-tank guns,
two in service company, and also all the personnel is in service company. All the records
of the soldiers that are in the regiment, that’s quite a thing but it was something like a
modernized infantry.
So it was more efficient?
More efficient yes. And then if the colonel needed additional artillery, then he would
request it from the division. The division also has their own artillery. And then service
company, during combat, they had what they call replacement or casual company and the
officer of service company was in charge of that and every night you had to take either
replacements or supplies to the regiment. Then in the service company there were three
first lieutenants. They were like the they supplied first battalion, second battalion, third
battalion, so so every night they would be, well let me tell you something, I wanted to go
into combat. I says “boy I’m going to kick those Germans.”
(laughs) Thought it was going to be exciting?
Yeah thought it was going to be a piece of cake. You know, I found out later it was
different. When we got to at uh
Wait, let’s go back, you were in Fort Dix, right?
Yes.
And you were there, was that your preparation to go overseas?
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No. From Fort Dix, we went to what they call Fort Patrick Henry of Virginia. That’s in
Mollifurt.
Well if at Fort Dix you weren’t going to go overseas, why did they have you send all
of your personal things home? What did you tell your family when you sent it to
them?
Well, when I sent them home they already knew
They already knew you would be going?
Yes. Yes. And then they give us another thing. There was another way you could tell
your family you were going overseas. Everyone usually got a furlough before they went
overseas.
Ok. How long was your furlough?
I think my furlough was two weeks.
And that was from Virginia?
No that was from Fort Dix.
Fort Dix? Oh ok.
See they were given furlough resolve from the desert already so then so then they says so
I didn’t want to take a furlough from the desert because it would take two days at least to
get to Chicago or more and then it would take two or some more days to get back there so
you’d only be home about a week. See? So I figured I’d wait, and they said I was liable
to lose it so if I lose it, I lose it. So then when I waited and we got to Fort Dix, they say
“ok the fellows who didn’t take their furloughs can take their furloughs” so Fort Dix was
from Chicago I think 2 hour, er 2 days, at that time so being in service company and what
they did is they gave you a pass for the night in other words your pass is good until 12
o’clock and at 12 o’clock then your furlough starts. So they they drove us to where you
get out of the camp, I mean Fort Dix, you showed the pass to the MP, but you had your
furlough papers also so then you got on a train earlier, maybe about, oh I don’t know, say
10 hours. By that time, when your furlough started, you were already close to Pittsburgh.
Oh well that was good.
So then once you got there, then it was maybe another 6 or 8 hours and they you were in
Chicago. And then from Chicago to go off to the Dells it was another 2 hours.

7

So you traveled on your furlough, you traveled home on just a regular passenger
train?
Yes.
In uniform?
Yes. Ob definitely.
What was the response of the people on the train when they would see you in
uniform? How would they treat you?
In California they treated us very well, very well. But they in California, they never seen
a division before, the CD, they asked us when we were on a bus, a civilian says “what
outfit is that?” I say that’s coffee and doughnuts.
(laughs) When you were going on your furlough from Fort Dix up to the Wisconsin
Dells, on that passenger train, how did they respond to you in that part of the
country?
Oh people treat you fine. Nice. Yeah, so then we went on this brand new ship at
Hampton Rhodes, Virginia.
So you had your two weeks furlough?
Furlough.
Then you went back to Fort Dix and from Fort Dix you went to
Camp Patrick McHenry in Virginia. And you could not get out of camp. You couldn’t
call, no telephones, no one knew, that we were there isolated and then the order came that
we were moving out and we went on this ship, General Aman.
General?
Aman. It was a brand new cruise ship that just came back from the cruise down in
Chesapeake Bay, and we went across the Atlantic Ocean alone. We didn’t have any
escort. There were at least 4000 men on that ship. At least.
How long did that trip take you?
It took us about, I don’t know, say 3 or 4 days to cross the Atlantic.
What was it like on the ship for those 4 days? What was your routine?
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Well, we didn’t do anything on the ship. They played cards, but I was seasick most of
the time.
Were a lot of the men seasick?
Oh yes. Most of those cans were full of vomit, but first I was down the hole and I
bumped by head and I was sort of dizzy so I went on top and all of a sudden I was reeling
and I vomited and I went down to the medics. I says I’m sick and they say what’s wrong
and I say I’m vomiting and they bust out laughing those [Navy] men. They say I was
seasick so I says give me some medicine and they say there is no medicine for that so I
swore that if I ever got back that if I lived and got back, I’d never go on any cruise ship
and I never did.
(laughs) Wasn’t considered a vacation for you?
No no, I was seasick for about oh I’d say close to 3 days and there was one fella from
New York, a Polish fella, Jim Paulski, and then he called me Johnny, he says “Johnny,
you haven’t been eating and you been vomiting and everything like that” and he says
“what if I try to go up to the galley and try and get a sandwich, would you try to eat it?” I
says sure. Well, he asked me in the afternoon, by the time he got back, the lights went
out for the cruise ship and he says “hey Johnny, are you asleep?” I say no. He says
“sorry it took me too long, I got lost and I ended up in the engine room.
(laughs)
So anyway we got an escort to Casablanca about one day out of Africa.
How would you feel when you were on the ship as you approached Africa, what was
the mood of the men?
Oh they were glad to get off of the ship and then we did mountain maneuvers in Africa.
That was to prepare us for Italy.
How did mountain maneuvers differ from the other maneuvers you had done?
Well the mountain maneuvers are climbing hills and all that but this one was on the level
ground.
So there was the extra exertion of going up and down hills?
Yes, sure. So then we got to Naples and we boarded the ship, The Oran, and when we
went out, when we was going to Italy, we were on delivering ships. These were small
ships and our ship, we had, all of the trucks and the jeeps, all mobilized vehicles, see, and
uh we slip them on the deck, you know. I’ve never seen so many ships. When we started
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out we were 5 ships and the further we went out, as far as you could see around you there
was ships. It was unbelievable that there was so many ships. So they told us that we
should wear our life jackets at all times. We used them as pillows cuz they were nice
pillows. And when we got near Italy, all of a sudden, the destroyers, they took off, and
they start throwing these explosives down and boy did we put on those life jackets and
we never took them off until we got to Naples. Then once we got to Naples, then we
were in this area there that was supposed to have been a college area, like a little
deployment area. Mussolini was going to have a world’s fair there, but since the war we
took over that area there. From there we reassembled outside of Naples, I don’t know
how far, and when we were outside of Naples we were supposed to take another
division’s area and they were supposed to move over to our right, I think it was the 34th
division, and we were going oh, I wanted to go upfront in the worst way, but I never did
go.
I’m sorry, how old were you at this point?
I was about 24.
Ok so you were older than some of the guys that were there.
Oh yeah sure sure. So then we were in this area and the captain says to me, “Johnny,
we’re going up to the frontlines tonight.” So I says to myself, “but I: don’t wanna go.”
So this is 1943 then?
This was 1944.
Oh, ’44 rather. 1944 right.
Yeah yeah, so then he says “don’t tell anybody but we’re going out, you, me, and there
was two other captains because we’re going to be the advanced party in the taking over of
this area and I want you to know which way to drive.”
So be careful what you wish for (laughs).
So then I say I don’t want to go, but anyway I went and we went with another division,
we were in with them. It was the 88th division and we started out in daylight and from
daylight you had to use nightlights, blinker lights, or whatever they call them, and then
you put them out and then when you put them out it was completely dark. You were just
guessing about where you were going. So then we got up very close to the frontlines and
the Germans, they threw the flares, they threw three flares, and they knocked out this
palm tree bridge that we were supposed to cross, and we were right near the bridge. Here
I’m sitting in a jeep and my captain, he went in a ditch, and the other two captains they
were sitting back.
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Just calmly (laughs).
You could read the newspaper it was so light. So my captain gets out of the ditch and
grabbed my arm and he says “Johnny, do you want to be killed? Get down with me” So
I went down in the ditch so the other two captains go into the ditch. They also hit, I
think, two or three two and a half ton trucks and the shrapnel went right through the
radiators. So we were sitting in a ditch and we had to wait for the combat engineers to
come to put the pontoons together and I thought to myself “so what good is this rifle? I
can’t even shoot at an enemy.” See the artillery was the one that was helping us so we
got up there and we spoke to who we had to and two days later the whole regiment took
over the area. Then they called it an IP, wherever your area is at, you’ve got to figure
how fast you’re going, how far the convoy is going, maybe it’ll start out with 8 miles an
hour, then you go to 5 miles an hour or 7 miles an hour and that there’s a point there, see.
There’s only one way in and one way out so with all of these supplies going up there they
give you a time limit, a time, we’ll say that you’ve got to pass this area at, we’ll say 7:10
with 5 minutes leeway. You could be 5 minutes before or after, but if you’re say 20
minutes, they won’t let you in because they’ve got other units to come in at this certain
hour.
So they had to regulate the traffic?
Right right. So we were very good and every night I had to go and bring supplies up for
the regiment and it’s surprising that your vehicle is a little quieter once you get up there.
I don’t know if it’s the imagination or what, but the first time one of our trucks, the driver
hit the tailgate and they got motor shells right in that area so you have to be very quiet
and then another thing is that imagine we would go up to the front. My captain would
never let me go into the regimental headquarters, you know, and sometime I can’t figure
out why he left me outside. The reason he left me outside is that you’re used to the dark.
Once you’re inside under the light, you’ll be blind once you go outside, you can’t see. So
that’s why I always stayed outside and oh I don’t know what else I should say but
anyway.
(End Side 1)
Ok, before we flipped over the tape, you were telling us about driving and going to
regimental headquarters and not going inside.
Right right and I couldn’t figure out why they wanted me to stay outside, but then later
on I figure out the reason was that I would be used to the dark and when he would come
out, he’d be blind, see. Another thing is that we used to do a lot of reconnaissance on our
own. He would want to go and see and find an area where you could find the place to put
27 or 30 2 and a half ton trucks and the jeeps. That takes a big area, see so then at times
we used to pass up the infantry. We would go into no-man’s land. At times, maybe the
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Germans let us in on purpose and then they says they’ll come back and they’ll say there’s
nothing there. One time we took a shortcut, I remember. I see an infantryman they were
darkened and I seen our guns and I says to him “where are we going’ and he says oh
“according to the map, we’re going to the fork in the road and then turn left and then
we’ll go right down the coast.” I says ok. So then we pass him up and we went to the
fork in the road and we turned to the left, go south, and uh there was some citrus fruit, he
wanted lemons and he says I’m going over to get some lemons. Now that was dangerous,
there could have been landmines. But we never thought of it. I never thought so I says
I’ll go too, but he says no stay in the jeep. So he gets a helmet full of lemons and he’s got
his helmet full of lemons and a jeep comes up from the 37th infantry and they says where
did you two fellas come from? He says we came from the fork in the road. He says why
we’ve been trying to take that area for two days and we couldn’t get it. Here we say
there’s nobody there so now whether they were set up there you know, or they ambushed
them, I don’t know, but anyway.
So what part of Italy where you in when all of this happened?
Oh this was above Naples. The other side of Montorromondredome towards Gaida.
Yeah, that part.
Ok, and this was still around 1944?
This was still 1944 yeah, and then I was lucky, the colonel sent us on a reconnaissance he
says that we were near Lake Horn, and there was a church and he says I want you to go
find an area because we’re going to move the whole regiment beyond Pisa. I says ok so
then you don’t tell anybody, so you just drive off. And we drove off and I remember we
went through Lake Horn and then they have what they call the King’s Forest outside of
Lake Horn and then there was a level stretch and Pisa is over there so its just a short drive
and we got near the airport at Pisa and there was a German plane, a fighter plane, there
and I says you wanna go over there and see the plane? He says oh on our way back and
as he says on our way back, something exploded and the dirt came all over us, and I say
that it must’ve been a magnetic mine or something. So then we kept on going.
Neither one of you were hurt?
No, no, we went there and there was a blast back there and we were at Pisa when all of a
sudden artillery come pouring in there and he was checking his watch to see how often
they come. He says, well, I guess we can’t go back now, we might as well eat so I says
I’m not hungry. So then we sees two soldiers there
American soldiers? Italian soldiers?
I don’t know.
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Ok.
I had I had also with me a sniper’s rife. An old three with a telescope and I look through
the telescope and I says “Captain, it looks like one of our soldiers”, so he says “well we’ll
hold our fire and let them come up close.” And lo and behold, it was a sergeant and
another soldier and he says “what the hell are you guys doing here?” We says oh we’re
crossing, we’re going to Pisa, the exact words were he says “like hell you are” and “that
bridge up there is knocked out and you couldn’t go anyway, you’re right on the
frontlines.” He says, “we weren’t getting any artillery shells until you came and they
know you’re here.” So then so then uh he went back there and they got what they call the
4.2 loaders, a chemical outfit, that makes a smokescreen like, and we’re waiting and
waiting and waiting and the captain says we might as well go back. I says ok. I says
“I’m gonna tell ya one thing, Captain, I’m going to drive fast.” He says, “Al, I never tell
you how to drive.” Oh, by the way, in the 85th Division, now, an officer wasn’t allowed
to drive any vehicle, only enlisted men, because they figured like the cavalry, you took
care of your horse so this is off the subject, but that’s why you had to take care of your
vehicle. You had to maintain it, you had to grease it, you had to tighten the bolts, you
had to clean it, you had to take care of that, that was your vehicle, and if you didn’t do
that, you got KP, and after KP if you still continued that, you are transferred out of the
company to the line infantry so
So it was a lot of incentive to keep that vehicle in tip top shape?
Right right right. So so then now we started back to where we came from and there was
this little overpass, railroad that turns right, so I started and got that jeep, my foot was
right through the floor and we were driving driving driving! We must’ve passed that
place where that explosion, you see they zeroed in on us. If we would’ve went to see that
airplane, they would’ve got us, but we didn’t, see? So I was down a highway, a straight
highway, and I was there maybe about a mile from where that exploded and I says to
myself, I says “we’re safe now” and the minute I said we’re safe there was the biggest
bang, the concussion, I was holding my helmet and driving with one hand and the
concussion of my helmet come off and come down in a split second I turned over, uh uh I
looked at the captain and the captain says “Johnny, I’m hit” and the blood started coming.
It was an airburst, artillery if they give you have airburst, a regular artillery shell if it hits
this table, it will explode a certain distance that it will do damage, but if you time it so
that it explodes up here, it has a wider range and I says another thing I shouldn’t say, I
says “you want me to stop?” He says “God no, keep on going.” And we both had in our
helmets which the regular line infantryman doesn’t have is morphine so then we drove all
the way and as I was driving, when that happened, there was something that went
between my legs in sort of a flash and it was the shrapnel that went through the captain’s
helmet, liner, and it ricocheted between my legs. It made a dent in that
The floorboard?
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Yes, of the jeep. And when we got to the King’s Forest, there was a guard there and he
says “what are you guys doing?” We say “where is the first aid station?” He says
“you’re not supposed to go down this road that’s under artillery observation.” So we says
“how come you’re not there?” He says “I had to go and do my business.” So then we
went to the aid station and the captain of the aid station says “you know, it’s a miracle
that they didn’t hit you in the temple. It just grazed him so then he could put bandages on
and we went to go report it to the colonel. That’s the first time I’ve see a captain talk to a
full colonel that way and the colonel didn’t transfer him or reprimand him for that. He
kept on saying “take it easy, Lis, take it easy.” He says “for God’s sake, what the heck
did you do, send us out on reconnaissance and Pisa isn’t even taken” and he says “that’s
the report I got.” “I don’t give a hoot what your report is, Pisa was not taken and this is
what happened.” “Take it easy, Lis, take it easy.” Well he had headaches for about two
months later from that. Yeah.
Did he have shrapnel in his head or was it just the graze?
The graze. I took the shrapnel from the floor board and he kept it as a souvenir.
Wow, so there was no other injury to him from that shrapnel, just that graze was
enough?
Yes yes right. When that exploded I thought that the back of the jeep was going to be
like a salt shaker. We were just lucky.
So you got back
So we got back and then later on as we went up to the front lines there was a meeting.
They always had meetings and they wanted to send two combat soldiers to the rear to
form a company that this company was supposed to go in with the infantry to take we’ll
say buildings that the British used to take all of our best real estate, and then we would
have to put all of our supplies out in the fields, the vineyards and stuff, and then when it
rained you couldn’t get at it, you’d have to get a caterpillar tractor to get your supplies in
that so then he says “Johnny, how would you like to go to the rear?” I says no. I says I’ll
stay with you. He says, “well if you stay with me, one of these days we may not come
back.” I says “so be it.” He says “don’t talk that way.” He says think about it so that
night I couldn’t sleep I says staying here or going to the rear, that’s two different things
so in the morning he says “Johnny, did you decide?” I says yes, I says “I’ll tell ya what,
I’ll go and try it.” Usually when you go on detached service you don’t come back to the
same outfit. I says I’ll go and if I don’t like it, then I’ll write a letter stating that I like the
salt trip that means I don’t like it because everything is censored. Every man’s mail is
censored.
Even two officers?
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Everything, everything so then I says if I write I like it very much, let me stay, he says
ok.
Get me out (laughs).
So then I went in the rear and I couldn’t believe that the army was so nice in the rear. We
seen movies every night, there was lights in the town
What town were you in?
Montecatiniini Termi.
Ok.
That was the center. So then I says my gosh, is this the way it is in the army in the rear?
I couldn’t believe it.
The good life (laughs)
The very good life. So our outfit, the front, they could not advance anymore cuz it was
raining and stuff like that and the mountains were cold and that so our, we’ll say
company, detachment, they told us that we were going to be in charge of rest center.
They were going to start their rest centers to have soldiers come from the front lines, take
showers, they stay in hotels, in this town it was just outside of Florence, between
Florence and Pisa, it was called Montecatini Termi, it was nothing but hotels. It’s a
tourist resort. It was like Hot Springs, Arkansas. It has got mineral water, mineral baths,
and that and the reason the United States Air Force didn’t bomb that town is because the
Germans, they painted red crosses on all of the hotel roofs.
Oh ok.
And the Germans had their high command there. The only thing we bombed there was
the bridge that belonged to the city and the train station, but if they would’ve known that
the German high command there, there wouldn’t have been anything left of that city so
then the men used to come on the rest there and stay there for about two weeks from the
front lines. Different divisions and everything like that. Now this detachment that I was
in, they had different fellas there from the combat engineers, from the medics, they were
from the quartermaster, and they helped us to set up the town. The town had no
electricity, the Germans blew the transformers. The Germans blew up the aqueduct, they
didn’t have any water. So this outfit that I was in, the engineers, they fixed the aqueduct,
they got the electricity going and so on and so forth and they got lights in the hotels, the
first soldiers that came in didn’t have any lights at all. It was just candles. Then they
requisitioned these big generators from Rome and Naples, and they put them in town so
that they could have electricity and use the elevators to the hotels before they had to walk
up 5,6 stories so that took care of that. After that then the war was over.
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Is that where you met your wife?
Yeah, yeah. I met my wife in Montecatini Termi because when I was in the office there,
when we got the generators going, they gave electricity to civilians that helped like if
they were sewing or dry cleaning and that so my wife, they had a dry cleaning place and
she went up to ask for electricity so then she spoke English, and I says to her, “would you
please teach me Italian and I will try to help you with English?” She says no. She was a
blonde, very beautiful so I let it go. So about two weeks later, in a motor pool, this
mechanic says, “Al, you you need,” I don’t know, “3000 5000 inspection where you need
to pull your wheels, pack your bearings”, I says “I’ll help you” and he says “no other
driver offered to help, so you take the day off.” So then as I took the day off, there
wasn’t anything for me to do so I started walking down this Main Street, and there in the
lingerie shop, I just happened to look, there was a woman’s nightgown was silk, it was so
expensive I couldn’t believe it so then I look in the window and then I says there’s the
woman who asked for the permit for the light so then I went in there and I says did you
get your permit? If I was persistent, I could have ran in the office and asked them “did
you give her the permit or not?”
Yeah but it was more fun to ask her (laughs).
So then she says yes I got it and that’s how our relationship started.
Did you ask her out right then?
Oh they didn’t go out. The women, they very seldom did you ever seen in the town an
[Italian] woman with a soldier. The reason is that after a soldier leaves, then the Italians
don’t want to do anything with her because she went with American soldiers and also
what they used to do was that they used to clip their hairs off, clip their hair off, so she
wasn’t about to be seen with a GI.
So how did your relationship develop?
Well so then every day I would stop in there. Oh, and the way it happened, her sister was
supposed to work in this lingerie shop, it was her cousin, but she was sick that way so
that’s how my wife filled in that I met her so then later on I would go by her mother’s
cleaning shop and that’s how I used to talk to her, my wife. Yeah and uh as time went by
the front wasn’t moving so I had a chance to get acquainted with her. So then I asked her
if she would marry me. She says no, you go home. After you go home then you think
about it and then you come back. You know. So then I was in Naples, the re-deployment
center and one of the fellas marcays that were in the service company, we were supposed
to go home together. We were waiting for a ship and they had so many soldiers that if
one of them went home, they didn’t have enough ships to bring them home to the States.
So what they would do is they would send you to Switzerland on a tour for a week and a
half, or two weeks, go to Switzerland or go to Paris or go to London or Lake Como, all of
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these resorts so this fella says let’s go to Switzerland, Al. I says “I don’t want to go to
Switzerland, I want to go home.” He says “what’s the difference if you go home in two
weeks, or two weeks later?” I says ok so I went to Switzerland and when I came back I
bought her a wristwatch and when I jumped off the train in Florence and I hitch-hiked to
her hometown, gave her that, and as I went there she said ok let’s get married so then
that’s another thing. Then you have to be interviewed by your company commander,
then by a major, then by a full colonel, and they ask you all kinds of questions and all of
that and I was approved and then we got married over that. I stayed two years after I was
married there. I got discharged in Italy, and then I worked two years as a war department
civilian for army registration.
Ok, what year did you get discharged?
1946.
Ok, so you got discharged in 1946, you had mentioned something to me before
getting on tape about signing up for an extra year?
Yeah, that’s why I was discharged in 45.
Ok.
Because Pearl said that she would marry me so then, but I was scheduled to go back
home to the States, and I didn’t want to do that because it was very hard to get
transportation to Europe so then as I went to reenlist, the fella says, “what are you
reenlisting for?” I says its because I want to marry an Italian girl. He says “how long
were you overseas?” I says over two and a half years. He says I was overseas too long
and that I should go back to the States and it says if I sign up for one year, I could transfer
you anywhere. I says but there is one clause in there, if the unit accepts me, then I could
go to that unit. He says sure if there’s a unit that’ll accept you, he says your unit already
left, see? So then I took a chance that I knew a unit, which I didn’t know any unit up
near Lake Horn, and she lived between Lake Horn and Florence so then I signed up for
one year and after I: reenlisted, they, there was an organization called the American
Battle Monuments, they needed civilians so then there was this article of war, I think
AW615 that you could get out of service prior to your enlistment because you were
working for the government as a civilian, see. So then [under] that article, I was
discharged, ten months early and then and then all war brides had to be back in the
United States by December 31th, 1948, Congress passed a law
1942?
1948.
Oh ok.
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1948, but they passed this law that they’d waiver their first papers or applications, see so
you don’t have to wait and you can get your final citizenship papers after I don’t know,
two years or whatever it was. That’s why I didn’t stay longer in Italy as a war
department civilian, I went back in Thanksgiving, 1948 that we came back to New York
and after New York I came back to Chicago and then I got a job in Chicago, I think with
the CTA at that time.
So you came back with your wife?
Yes.
And you were a civilian?
Yes.
So you didn’t come back on a troop ship?
No.
How did you come back?
Well yes, there was a troop ship, but as a civilian you were treated as an officer.
Ok.
See, you were treated as an officer and that’s something true. When I was an enlisted
man, I couldn’t go into the officers….
Like officer’s club?
Officer’s club, when I became a civilian, I could go into the officer club. We had to wear
officer uniforms on our lapels that said US that signified you were a war department
civilian.
So instead of a military insignia it said US?
Yes, yes. And as an officer you were CIC or CIV then. Intelligence.
The intelligence community?
Yeah, they wore that too. See and in I had to wear an officer’s cap and that.
So what was it like going from civilian one day, I mean
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Terrible!
From enlisted to
Here, you can’t go in there, then all of a sudden
Welcome!
Yeah, yeah welcome.
What rank had you been?
T5
That was corporal?
Yeah, I was probably the oldest corporal in the service.
Weren’t you involved in the grave identification?
American Graves Registration, I told them that there were a lot of temporary cemeteries
in Italy, and they wanted to combine two cemeteries, one near Florence past Tarantino
and another one in Anzio and I was a civilian, I was in charge of ordinance. We had all
different parts for cars and trucks and jeeps and we used to ship parts to Africa, they had
a cemetery I think in Tunis and I used to ship parts to Rome and I used to ship parts to uh
I think Austria at the time there was another cemetery up there and at first they had all the
markers were of wood and later on all of the crosses were of marble.
More durable right?
Yeah.
So what were your responsibilities as a civilian doing this?
I was in charge of when the ship came in, I would segregate all of the parts, as a civilian
member, and there was about 15-20 workers working in the warehouse and it was just
like in the States they would put certain parts and they would come and then you’d have
to ship them.
Now when you went back to the States you took your wife. First of all, you said the
reaction of having Italian women going out with the American men was so strong, so
negative. How did everyone react when you two got married? Did she go back
there?
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Well, as a GI, I worked with the Italians in the engineering department giving them
electricity and I got to know that and this one fella, he had this big electrical store there
and he was a maintenance man for elevators and all that and when he got the lighting, he
was so nice that they used to go out, the Italian civilians would go out and what they did
was he planned it, he says Al, I want you to come along with us as a soldier and he had
these suits there, I was a stranger and I could have been in hot water because I put on a
suit and everything and we went out to these cafes and everything and they didn’t know
me from a GI to a civilian so I fitted in very good with them.
What was it like when you got back from the States? You said you came back on a
troop ship but you were treated as an officer. And your wife was comfortable
coming back?
Yeah, yeah, I was used to coming back too by the way. There was this lieutenant from
Oak Park, Lieutenant McClearly, he took care of my daughter, him and his wife, he
married his wife there from Pisa so they used to go with Pearl and I. I was sick.
So your daughter was born in Italy?
Yes yes. She was born in Leghorn in the military hospital and she was registered in the
United States Consul in Florence and as long as I was working for the war department,
she became a citizen automatically but if my wife was pregnant and I was a tourist, she
wouldn’t become a citizen. She would have to go through the rigamoral of citizenship.
So you and your wife and your daughter came back. How old were you at the time?
How old was I?
When you came back to the States.
I don’t know, maybe like 26 or 27.
And you said that was ’48?
Yeah.
Ok, how old was your daughter when you came back?
She was 18 months.
So she was already walking?
Yeah, she was walking.
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How long did it take you to come back on the ship?
Oh that was terrible, it took us a month to come back.
A whole month?
A whole month because the simple reason was is we were at Leghorn and then they said
that we had to go to Rome for crosses. We went to Rome and from Rome we went to
Naples. From Naples we got on a ship and there were some GIs that got off and we went
on. That ship went around the boot and it went up to Triest, and it stayed there for I don’t
know, 4, 5 days something like that and from Triest we went down the boot again, past
Naples and then we started out and what they could’ve done for us, we were in the
northern part of Italy, well as long as the ship was coming from Triest, you could cross
over and go right from Triest. We were, we were two weeks before we even started back
at least and we were in a lot of swells in the Mediterranean.
Oh that didn’t help your seasickness any.
Yeah. I just went under, you know. It would raise your ship right up and the propeller
would go woo woo woo and then it would shake the ship and then you’d go bang! And
up again!
Oh, just listening to this (laughs). So you came back to the United States around
1948, what did you do when you got back? You said that you settled in Chicago, not
in Wisconsin.
Right, right, see before I left the service I was working for American Canning Company
and then my dad says you know you’ll be going into the service so quit American
Canning Company and come back to the farm for I don’t know
Right that was before you came back so when you came back?
When I came back I came to Chicago and my dad, they sold the farm, and I went to live
with them at 68th and Peoria.
So they were in Chicago?
Yeah, they were in Chicago. So then I got a job with the CTA because I knew all about
the parts and everything, buses, and what was in there so then I worked there for a couple
of years and then I went to a school on the side to learn welding. Then from there I went
on construction because it paid more, see. Then from there, then from construction, I
didn’t like the heights, at that time they didn’t have the OSHA and I used to walk the
beams and that and it was very dangerous. There were, I was working on this plant for
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the Edison Plant on Crawford Avenue and the ambulances were coming continuously,
people were injured, some even got killed on that project so then I says to myself, I’ll
take less pay and then I’ll go to Electro Motors so I went to work at Electro Motors.
And your wife adjusted to life in the United States?
Oh yeah.
Did you go back to Italy to visit?
We used to go back every two years. Yeah. She still has cousins there in the northern
part of Italy and then Montecatini there.
Um, I know that you’ve had contact with some of the men you met in the service.
Yes, I used to call this fella up, Waylon, up from Peoria, and I used to talk to him about
the fellas that were deceased and the ones that were still living, but then he died a few
years ago and I miss him a lot.
You shared something about this memorial that, a memorial in Monte Altruso?
Yeah, Mount Altruso. That’s the breakthrough through the gothic line. That was when
we went from the Po Valley, we went there and captured the Germans and that was
something to see the Germans giving up when the war was over. They used to haul them
in semi-trailers, packed like hogs in there, and I don’t know what we did with them.
Some probably went back to Germany and others we, I know one who didn’t want to go
back there.
You do have something you showed me from another group that meets regularly or
has met, the Unions?
Yes, we had what they call a newsletter that comes out twice, oh here it is, twice a year.
I’ll take that.
(End of Tape 1, Side B)
Ok, um, we left off talking about this group that you were a part of, the 338th
Infantry Regimental Combat Unit Association. Tell us about this group.
It’s a fellas, that came back, they formed this group and every year they have a reunion in
different cities across the United States and one of the reunions was in Italy, in
Montecatini that was in a rest center so I went to that one in 1987 and that’s where we all
donated a monument there at Mount Altruso and there was an architect from the US, he
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was studying in Italy, and he was the one who designed this monument there and also the
fella that the bugler there, he was in maybe Italian, I don’t know, opera company, they
did that.
Are there any other groups that you belong to? Any veterans groups?
Well, I belong to the VFD of which I’m involved and the American Legion. 986 in
Marquette Park, I’ve been there about 54 or 55 years now. VFW I’m not so sure.
In Downers Grove?
No I belonged to that one in Indianapolis.
Um, do you have any close friends, you mentioned one person that you had kept in
touch with, anyone else you keep in touch with?
Well there were two, this Waylon, and Douglas that was in Elizabethtown, Kentucky.
We, my wife and I went there, stopped over to see him, when we went to Florida, a few
years ago, but since that time he is deceased too.
How did your military experience influence your thinking about the military or the
war in general?
Well, I’ll tell you, I got a soft heart for the people that were in the war, the civilians
because I’ve seen them suffer, their homes destroyed. They lost everything. There were
times when they didn’t have any water, they didn’t have any gas and food was in the
premium. There was a lot of black market there. If you had the money, you could get the
food, but if you didn’t have the money you didn’t get the food. There was one Italian that
was working for me in Leghorn, he was a civilian there, and he lived on the third or
fourth floor and he was telling me that every day the American airplanes used to come
over either to harass them or to go on another mission up the boot and the only thing they
used to have ready was a suitcase with everything in it because he was working on the
railroad, he was a conductor and he says to climb up those stairs, they didn’t have
elevators in that building, and to go down and by the time they go down to the air raid
and it was all clear, and go up again and come back again to harass you, this one day he
says there was an air raid and he says that his wife and daughter who was small, I think
like 5, and he says I’m not leaving, they says I’m not leaving, they’re not going to bomb
this place, I’m sick and tired of going down to the air raid shelter and they begged him,
his daughter, “please dad, come come.” So he finally came and he says they did bomb
that building. He says when he came out of the air raid shelter, there was a lot of open
spaces and he says you know, I think this is where we lived, its demolished, the whole
apartments gone and and then the railroad system was bad. They didn’t have any and
also he couldn’t support, he couldn’t find a job, he couldn’t support his daughter so the
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Swiss people agreed to take so many children that they can’t support and they took her
for I think over the summer, about 5 or 6 months.
Like with families or a communal living thing?
Certain families says, well we’ll take one child, and another family says we’ll take two so
they took his child. He didn’t have anything, this man so he finally got to work with us
and he finally invited me to his place. It was a basement. What he had to eat on and that
was orange crates. He didn’t have anything, that’s how bad it was. So it was terrible.
So you have a soft spot in your heart for the civilians caught in this?
Yeah and one of my jobs was to go and see, when they got electricity in his hometown,
they did a lot of tapping of the current and in Europe, your electric lines were right
attached to the building so then all that you needed to do was get two wires, and let them
fall on the line and you got electricity, see. So they were doing that and my job was to go
and check these wires and they also gave permits for a woman that had a child so that she
could use her hot plate to warm up the milk, see. So they used to tell me to go over there
and disconnect the wires and I’d go over there and I’d say to the woman, I’m supposed to
disconnect the wires, but I’m not going to. If I were in your position, I’d do the same
thing. I … [got to know] a lot of people in her hometown, and they respected me, and
after the war they’d see in the street and then invite me over and offer me dinner. And
I’d say no, that’s ok. They say I remember how good I was.
That’s a beautiful story.
Let me tell you another story. At the end of the war, far out, was a redeployment center
[Barona =Verona] where the troops would come and they’d sent them to a port or
location and as I was a driver, I was a courier so from Montecatini, our other base was
Barona, and Barona was, I don’t know off hand, maybe 250 miles away or something like
that, and all of us, there were in this company, we came to be the delivery drivers so
every so often we would have to go to Barona and we’d have to take certain papers there
in a pouch, and we’d have to drive there and go to communications and then we’d stay
over night and then the next morning, we would, they would give us the pouch and we’d
have to go, go back to Montecatini. Well, my wife had her relations, like I said, that
lived near Venice and of course my wife didn’t know much about the geography, or she
pretended that she didn’t because at that time, there was no telephones, there weren’t any
communications. No trains, no buses, no way of finding out how your relatives are.
There was no way in the world you knew so my wife had a first cousin that got married
during the war, and she moved up to this place there, not far from Varona, Chisensa.
And she says, Al, would you please do me a favor, would you take this letter to my
cousin, Varona isn’t so far away, you’ve got a jeep you could drive there. So she conned
me into it, so I says if I can, I’ll try it. I went and I, I went to Verona, I delivered the
communications, and I was supposed to come to this communications in the morning and
this colonel was supposed to brief me that I would take this hear blah blah this and that so
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I reported in the morning, sat down and waited and this colonel came and I saluted him
and I presented myself. He says, corporal, he says, I’m so sorry that we haven’t got the
papers ready for you to go to Montecatini, and I have an important meeting to go to and
I’ve got an important meeting for two hours. And he says you’re free to do whatever you
want. So I says to myself, this is a good time for me to take the letter. So lo and behold I
took off and I started driving and driving, close to this place and I says, there are refugees
all along the road, it’s sad, you know to see refugees, and I stopped and I says, do you
know where this place is at? The guy looked at and says keep on going straight so I’m
driving and driving. Then I’d say, well it’s about time I stopped so I stopped and I sees
some people so there and I says to them could you please tell me where this place is at.
They look at the address and say, I don’t know where this is at. So I kept going and I
stopped again and yeah yeah, it’s straight, keep going. How far? I don’t know. All I
know is that way. So I kept on going so I got to a roadblock and at the roadblock, and at
the road block there was US MP and British MP and I had to go past there, I actually
didn’t have any authority to go past there. Lo and behold when I was in Montecatini in
our hotel, this 101st, MPs, they were in the hotel with us and they recognized the jeep and
me and this PFC and he says where are you going? I says, oh I’m going over there and
this British guy says “he can’t go.” The other guy says “let him go” so he says ok and I
drive past. And I’m thinking oh boy, it’s been an hour and a half that I’ve been driving
so finally I stop and I ask the person near this place, I was ready to turn back and say that
I couldn’t find the place. He says oh yeah, it’s the next place over the bridge and the
bridge was bombed out so I had to go down the river and go up and I says I came here to
bring this letter. They say “oh, they’re not living here on account of the war, they did
have their house there, but they had a farm and the farm was a mile and a half away.” So
I says to this fella, come on, hop on this jeep, show me, so then we went on the farm and
there was her Pearl’s cousin, Ruth, and she had her baby since that time, and oh her
husband says, oh we’re so glad, he hugged me and everything and he says you’re going
to stay here at least a week. I says oh no, I gotta go back and he says oh you’re not going
back. He says you know. I says I gotta go back, oh you can’t go back. Well anyway, to
make a long story short, they wanted to have a feast that evening and I says oh no, but I’ll
tell you what. If you make me a sandwich, and I says I want water. I never, I don’t drink
because my dad was an alcoholic and I never had any liquor in Italy whatsoever. So
anyway, he made the sandwich and she wrote the note, gave it to me, and I drove right
out all the way back.
Put that pedal to the floor again (laughs).
Yeah, yeah, and then when I got to the office there, I just came in and sat down and here
comes this colonel. He says, corporal, I’m so sorry that you’re here. He says, I never
thought that that meeting would last this long. He didn’t know how glad I was that
It lasted this long.
Yes, yes. So now if you want another story in addition to all this here.
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Yes, go ahead.
Like I said, I had a lot of opportunities because I was a driver now I went to Cannes,
France you know, Monte Carlo there, I was driving this captain, he was, what do you
call, a temporary duty, vacation. So we got up into Cans, and he was supposed to go into
this beautiful hotel, the best hotel, Hotel Carlton, that’s where they made the movie uh
Gary, Cary Grant, Cat on a Hot Tin Roof.
Cat on a Hot Tin Roof.
With Grace Kelly and that. Well anyway, they were all talking, all the beds were
occupied so they told him that he had to go to the next hotel which was the Minemar and
he says to me, he says, well since you’re a driver, he says I think I can put you up with
the second lieutenants. I was the only enlisted man in that hotel since it was an officer’s
hotel and for some reason since I came to Italy, all the tourist GIs that were coming from
Germany or France see. So then this captain says, you know what, let’s go to Paris, so I
says that’s ok, let’s go to Paris. We started out all through Touron, we seen all the
[scuttled] French navel ships there in the harbor, we went to Marselles, and we went up
the Lionne, we were on our way, and lo behold there was a MP that stopped us, he says, I
want you to come to the police station, we says ok. So we went there and the captain
says why are we here and he says you’re not supposed to be in this area so the captain
says let me see your papers and the captain showed him the papers and he says, he has
offered two weeks, as far as hes concerned, he doesn’t want to stay in Cannes, he wants
to go to Paris so he can go, see. So then he says but there’s one thing that I’d like to
advise you not to go to Paris for the simple reason is that your papers says you can only
go to Cannes in southern France, what are you doing up here, they won’t give you any
food or anything like that and this captain says I advise you to turn around and go back to
Cannes and he says ok. Then he turns to me and he says let’s drive back to Cannes, ok.
So we drive back to Cannes, and when we get back to Cannes, he somehow went to the
airport and at the airport, there was this pilot from his hometown and he knew him and he
flew him to Paris, he flew him to London because he had to get so many air miles, and he
flew him over Berlin and then he flew him back to Cannes and he says to me, did you
ever miss it. You could’ve been with me to all of these places so that’s what he told me
so when I come back and I says to the fella at the receptions at the desk, I told him that I
heard him speak Italian and I told him, I says I’m coming back here but don’t put me up
in the attic, give me a nice room and he was surprised that I speak Italian, he says I’ll tell
ya what, I’ll make a deal like this movie deal or no deal. Here, you promise me that you
will take this letter, my brother is in bologna, and I haven’t heard from my brother in two
years, I don’t’ know if he’s living or if he’s killed so he says I’ll give you a good room
and I says ok. So I think I was in that room for about a week and he stopped me one day,
this this afternoon, he says tomorrow I can’t give ya that room anymore. A colonel wants
a room and that room is saved for a general, and here I was, I had just my little satchel
and they and they had the armoires, big bed and that. So anyway, I tell him I would to
finish this story, finally, I got to Bologna and I had little time and I went to this hotel, to
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get me the address of this hotel I went in this hotel and I asked this fella, here comes a big
Italian with a great big hat, he was the chief chef there, and I says I got good news for
you, here is a letter from your brother. The guy broke down and cried. He says how is
he, and I says that he is fine, the family is fine, nothing happened, and they’re all ok. He
gives me such a bear hug and says what do you want to eat? I says oh I don’t want
anything. Oh yes, you’re not going away, you just tell me what you want so I says just
make me a sandwich. He says whenever you come back, you always stop here and I’ll
have a meal which I never did. Then there is another story I’m going to finish
Again? (laughs)
In this town of Modina, when I was in Montecatini, I got to know two partisans, one
claimed they were first cousins, one from Mobina and the other one was from where they
make that racing car, Ferrari. Well anyway, the front was getting ready to push in this
fella from Modina says, Al, I know that you’ll be going to Modina before I’ll ever get
there. The civilians weren’t allowed to travel, you had to go to the AMT and you had to
get a permit that was stamped to authorize you to even go to the next town, that’s how
strict they were. So he says as soon as I can, tell my parents that I’m ok and my cousins
are ok and that we’ll be coming up so Modina was taken and this major I was with, he
was in the engineering department, he was a professor of engineering at Boston
University, such a nice man he never knew the word what meant no. He had everybody,
he would forget his meals and that just to help a person so anyway he says Al he says I
won’t need you for about an hour or so you can take off and do whatever you want so I
says ok. I says that’s a good time so then I took off, gave him the address and found the
address and it was a house in an enclosed like wall and since they didn’t have any
electricity at the time, you had to pull a cord for the bell to ring so I pulled the cord and a
fella came in, opened it up and I says is this person living here? He says yeah he’s living
right here and I says well, I’d like to bring my vehicle in here if you don’t mind and he
says go ahead so I drove my jeep in there and he closed it and he took the roter out of the
distributor because they were stealing vehicles right and left, the Americans were stealing
their own automobiles, not the Italians, and the British.
Were they stealing them for the parts?
No! Stealing them for their transportation. It’s transportation. See, see? So then I went
up there, I had my rifle on me because the town was just taken and there were partisans
all over with rifles and I’m knocking on the door and a woman opened the door with
oranges and I told her in Italian, I says don’t be scared, I have good news to tell you. I
have been with your son in Montecatini and I says the cousin is with him, they are fine
and as soon as they take their transportation or be allowed to go, they’ll be coming home.
That door opened wide and this big Italian came in, he hugged me so hard I thought he
was going to break my ribs because I had the rifle there and he broke down and cried, it’s
something that gets to you, see, and he says right away, he says, well we’re going to have
a meal and I says no I can’t and they had a store and they says go. He hollered out tell
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them to close the store, tell them to come here, we got good news. They came here and
he offered me … [payment] and that and I says no I gotta go and he shows me the room
and he says this room here is your room also and if he had somebody get a bicycle,
bicycles were at a premium, to go to the next town, Marinello, the next town where they
make the Ferrari, and tell them that he’s coming home, they didn’t know whether their
son was dead or not.
Son comes home.
Yes yes.
Tell me, how did you know so much Italian? You’re not Italian.
Well, I’ll tell you, working with the Italians, some of them they want to learn English so
they speak Italian and I says to myself, I’m going to learn how to speak Italian and I laid
out in my mind and that’s how I could get around.
That made it much easier.
Oh sure, yes yes. So to fill in the holes now I made a second trip up to where this cousin
had a child now I don’t know whether I should’ve done this or not, I took another letter
up there and before I left I told this major, my wife says, could you bring her back to see
her mother in Montecatini and don’t forget you had to have a special permit even to go to
the next town so I’m like I had also to transport civilians, I had signed by the major so I
didn’t want to get in hot water so then I took a second letter up there. And this fella says
you can take my wife and my daughter to see Grandma down in Montecatini and I says
ok and as I started out, that’s in the English sector, not the American section. Italy was
divided in half, one half was the eighth army and this was the fifth army, but I had to
cross into the eighth army so when I crossed over, she was having her baby and this
Englishman, I forgot how many miles I drove already, she said she’s not going past me
because no civilian is allowed to get into the vehicle so I says I don’t care what the major
did, my orders are no civilians so she says tell you what, let her get out and walk so I says
go ahead and I picked her up and I drove her over 200 miles before hand and at that time
bridges were out and that so then. One time I stopped, her cousin, had a little hotel in
Montecatini, Grandma came out to see her granddaughters and she was crying something
terrible, the father did and everything, but then it gives you a good feeling because you
done something good.
Right. You helped the civilians as well as right.
Right right.
When we were talking about the military, but all your wartime service and all those
experiences you had, how did those affect you in your life back here in the States?
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To be a good person, to help other people. That’s how it affected because I figure that I
would appreciate it if someone helped me.
That Golden Rule became very personal. Ok, is there anything we haven’t covered
in the interview that you’d like to say before we finish it?
No, I think that we covered just about all of it.
Well in that case, thank you and we’re going off record.
Ok.
Ok, we have an added surprise, Al is going to demonstrate something that he
learned in Italy.
Switzerland.
Switzerland?
(Al yodels for a while followed by applause.)
After the interview, Mr. Jonikas remembered the following two incidents which he would
like added to his transcript.
The Fall of Rome
We were one of the first outfits to enter Rome. We had to wait a day because the
Germans were still in Rome. The Italian people were so excited that they were liberated
that they would surround the vehicles with drinks. They would hug the soldiers and kiss
us. The convoy was stuck for two days, and we had orders not to stop going on our way
into Rome.
Then, there was this Captain Collins from Regimental personnel who asked my captain if
I could take him to Regimental Headquarters in Rome. I said we had to get back before
dark. The piazzas were like the spoke of a wheel, and if you missed one, then you were
lost. The Italians were so happy, and they kept giving this captain drinks. And you
didn’t want to refuse them, so they kept drinking. I said that we had better get going, and
he said don’t worry, I know the way. But he kept drinking and was happy.
Finally he said that we should get going, and I said that I didn’t know the way. And it
was blackout conditions, so you couldn’t see very well. I used to look at markings on the
buildings to remember the way, but I couldn’t see them. So while this captain was

29

leading us, we ended up in this one piazza. Then the lieutenant took over, and we drove
all over Rome and ended up in the same piazza!
And finally we met this Italian, and I said, where is the road to Frascati, and he said
straight ahead.
Years later this captain became a full colonel, and I met him in Clearwater, FL and he
began writing to me. Once he wrote, “I’ll never forget the night we tried to get out of
Rome.”

Searchlights:
Towards the end of the war, we were on the Gothic line north of Florence. We were on
these treacherous roads, they were winding. No barricades on the side of the road. The
tanks would roll of the side of the road and soldiers would get killed.
Because we had air superiority, the Germans would not fly at night. They would put
searchlights outside artillery range and point them at the sky, and it would reflect so that
it seemed almost like moonlight which prevented a lot of accidents.
The men in the searchlight outfits were happy because they knew they were outside
artillery range.
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