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Preface

My battlefield experiences were cleared through the
censors by the Public Relations Department of the American
Red Cross in Algiers and sent to headquarters in Washington
to be used as Red Cross officials saw fit. My Town Hall and
subsequent activities were kept in a leather-bound notebook
given to me by the 1943 Confirmation Class of Temple Israel,
of which my son was a member. Unfortunately, I was not pres-
ent for his confirmation, though I attended his Bar Mitzvah.
The rest of this material I gathered from letters or memory.
Thornton Wilder first suggested that I put it all in book form.
So here it is. My varied overseas experiences gave me a ringside
seat both on the battlefield in Tunisia and at headquarters in
Algiers.

This book I hope will bring to its readers a sense of the dignity
in many war situations of the American soldier by whose side
I labored, an awareness of the importance of the home population
to the armed forces in time of war, and an appreciation of the
invaluable and gentle ministry carried on by civilians through
its Red Cross representatives. I have tried to make a record of
the reactions of the G. I. in the war zone, as well as of the
environment in which he lived, worked and fought.

I do not sit in judgment on events, nor evaluate them. I merely
record them. I volunteered to go overseas as I desired to be
under fire for my country, whose blessings I had enjoyed. In
many wars, others had risked their lives for my liberty. Why
should I not do as much? In World War I, I had waived my
exemption as a theological student to enlist in the army, but
never left our shores. Through the American Red Cross, I had
a chance to serve my country at a battle-front.

I am appreciative of all who encouraged the publication of

7



this book, but especially to Nathan S. Bender, a vice-president
of Temple Israel, and a good friend of many years. The brunt
of many details in its preparation fell on my secretary, Sara
Gervich. Rabbi William Kramer served as the substitute at
Temple Israel in my absence.

I am also grateful to the members of Congregation Temple
Israel whose patriotism led them to spare me from my duties
with them. One of them said to me the day I was leaving, and
voiced their sentiments, “Don’t worry about the congregation.
We shall look after things when you are gone.” And they did.

FErRDINAND M. ISSERMAN
St. Louis, Missouri
March 4, 1958
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Introduction

Some years ago a young rabbi came to St. Louis from
Toronto to minister to the congregation of Temple Israel. He
was following Rabbi Leon Harrison, one of the most popular
speakers St. Louis had ever known. Soon he made his own
place in the life of the city and began to build a reputation
for eloquence and dynamic leadership.

On the corner where his Temple was located stood the Second
Baptist Church and St. John’s Methodist Church. It has been
known for years as Holy Corners, and there is not in America
any corner with more pretentious religious buildings. I was the
minister of St. John’s Methodist Church when Ferdinand M.
Isserman began his ministry at Temple Israel. He manifested
such a spirit of cooperation that we planned annual dinners of
the men of the Second Baptist Church, Temple Israel and St.
John’s Methodist Church. Those dinners have continued over
a period of more than twenty-five years. For some years there
was a joint service of the Sunday schools of Temple Israel and
St. John’s Methodist Church on Armistice Sunday. But Dr. Isser-
man’s adventures in fellowship extended further. He was one of
the organizers of the Conference in St. Louis of Catholics, Jews
and Protestants. Often he provided in Brotherhood Week sig-
nificant discussions of faith. On many occasions he invited me
to speak in his pulpit. When I was elected a bishop in the
Methodist Church, a telegram from him urged me to speak at
the Temple on my return to St. Louis. It was my first sermon
after I became a bishop, before I had spoken in my own church.
His spirit was revealed in the closing moments of that service.
Turning to me, he asked if he might open the doors of the ark
of the covenant and pronounce a blessing on me. I doubt if such
a thing was ever done before in the United States or the world.



There were tears in our eyes and in the eyes of our people in
the pews. Reports of it went over the nation. While some per-
sons of a fanatical type wrote me letters of criticism, it was
recognized as one of the high moments of spiritual fellowship
in American religious history. In the city of St. Louis is a large
Negro population, and long before the Supreme Court decision
on school integration, this Jewish rabbi was pleading for recog-
nition of the rights of Negro citizens. It is a fact that no white
man in the city is honored by its Negro citizenry more widely
than he. In his recognition of human rights, he was from the
first a protagonist for social justice. Some people disagreed with
his positions, but he was ever courageous in his defense of them.
He was interested in world situations, and when Hitler began
his persecution of the Jews in Germany, he went to that country
to study the situation. Perhaps the most graphic and stirring
address ever given in St. Louis on the treatment of the Jews in
Germany was given by Dr. Isserman at Christ Church Cathedral
of the Episcopal Church before a congregation that was largely
Christian. No one who heard it will ever forget its emotional
appeal. He was honored by Central College of the Methodist
Church with the degree of Doctor of Divinity, the only Jewish
leader in the college’s history to receive such recognition. On a
recent trip around the world, he spoke in the leading Methodist
Church of Melbourne, Australia, in a service which has the largest
radio audience in the Commonwealth. On that trip he encouraged
many Jewish groups in communities where sometimes the Jewish
people were too small a minority to have regular services. A
man with such social passion and world outlook has been in
great demand as a lecturer and commencement speaker at col-
leges and universities all over the United States.

The conscience of this man led him into service with the
American Red Cross in its ministry to soldiers in the field. He
was assigned to the American Army, and found himself in North
Africa in the days of bitter fighting. This book he has written
is a record and story of the American Red Cross, but it is more
than that. It is an amazing revelation of contacts with all the
types of fighting men in the American Army, and reveals a
human approach to all these varied types. He overcame the
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prejudices of many who had made up their minds to resent both
the man or the service he rendered. These are insights of religious
interpretation to sympathetic and unsympathetic groups, and
every reader will be thrilled by this story of a devoted man,
serving his country, a great cause, and other human beings. In
a world scene and with an entirely different background, the
author is a servant of the human race as he had been in his
chosen city of St. Louis. The reader of this book will be a far
better informed man, and a man with a wider horizon. I hope
the book will have the circulation and sale it merits.
Ivan Lee Horr
Retired Bishop of the Methodist Church
President of the World Methodist Conference
Former President of the National Council of
Churches of Christ in America
On the plane between London and New York, August 7, 1958
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AT HIS SIDE

The official story of the American Red Cross Overseas
in World War II was told by George Korson in his book,
At His Side. (Coward-McCann, Inc., New York, 1945). In it
he gives the following description of my work:

“Another significant development was the Town Hall program
sponsored by the American Red Cross.

“Based on the traditional New England type of forum, the
Red Cross Town Hall met the distinct need among intelligent
United States Army officers and enlisted men for the kind of
thinking stimulated by free discussions. For those men who had
little or no conception of what the United States was fighting
for, this project opened new horizons. It made them far less
susceptible to enemy propaganda broadcasts at the front, and
lent significance to their sacrifices.

“While novel among American forces, the type of program
was well established among the members of the British Army
in North Africa. It was carried on by the British Army Edu-
cation Corps, whose chief purpose was to stimulate clear
thinking by means of informal talks and group discussions.
The British appeared keenly aware that the post-war world
would be shaped largely by the men who were doing the
fighting, and the B.A.E.C. speakers’ program was aimed at in-
forming British soldiers.

“Red Cross Town Hall hoped to do the same for American
soldiers.

“The idea was conceived by Dr. Ferdinand M. Isserman,
rabbi of Temple Israel, St. Louis, Missouri, in the spring of
1943. Dr. Isserman, who had come to North Africa as a volunteer
special American Red Cross representative, spent four weeks
of the final phase of the Tunisian campaign at the front. There
he noticed how eagerly the American soldiers awaited the daily
seven-o’clock broadcast of the British Broadcasting Company.
This confirmed his belief that many fighting men, however
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much their talk and wishes were concerned with physical com-
forts, also were keenly interested in the world about them.

“Upon his return from the front Dr. Isserman persuaded
Red Cross club leaders to sponsor a Town Hall program as part
of their recreational program in the North African theater.
After Army clearance, the club leaders were willing to
experiment.

“Eager to make an auspicious start, the St. Louis rabbi scoured
Algiers for a good speaker. At a rest camp he first approached
Ernie Pyle. While entirely sympathetic, Ernie begged off with
the statement that for him speaking in public was an unendur-
able ordeal. Fred Painton of the Reader’s Digest launched Town
Hall with a lecture on Why Battles Are Boring based on his
experiences in the Tunisian campaign. The lecture, given at the
Red Cross officers’ club in Algiers on June 7, 1943, won Painton
an ovation from the two hundred officers present. The experi-
ment was a SUCCesS.

“The next morning Captain Robert Neville, editor of Stars
and Stripes, received a letter from a sergeant inquiring why this
type of program was given to officers only, and not to enlisted
men. This letter led to Town Hall’s being extended to the Red
Cross enlisted men’s club in Algiers. The first speaker there was
Relman Morin, former head of the Associated Press bureau in
Tokyo, who spoke on What Led Japan on the Road to War.
The following week Colonel Elliott Roosevelt, the President’s
son, addressed a capacity audience on Photo Reconnaissance,
the Eyes of the Army. When he finished, he was overwhelmed
by some two hundred GI’s demanding his autograph. He signed
American dollar bills, French bank notes, and an assortment of
paper scraps.

“With Dr. Isserman as moderator, Town Hall became a regular
weekly feature on Monday evenings at the Red Cross officers’
club and on Friday evenings at the Red Cross enlisted men’s
club. Subsequently, under Town Hall auspices, groups of
officers and men gathered at theaters, lecture halls, overseas
clubs, airfields, rest camps, bivouac areas, and hospitals in French
North Africa.

“One thing Town Hall always insisted upon was complete
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freedom of speech, and lively discussions developed at every
meeting. The Army protected itself by ruling out operational
subjects.

“A significant development early in Town Hall history was
the exchange of speakers with the British Army Education Corps
and the Comite de la Liberation. This led to a notable improve-
ment in mutual understanding among the three chief allies in
North Africa—Americans, British, and French.

“Town Hall audiences regularly heard well-known war cor-
respondents, authors, historians, diplomats, and Allied Army
officers. Some of the speakers were: Robert Murphy, President
Roosevelt’s personal representative in North Africa, who spoke
on Some Phases of Our French Policy; Harold Macmillan, M.P.,
British Minister Resident in North Africa; M. Henri Bonnet,
Minister of Information of the French National Committee of
Liberation; Andre Maurois, Captain Leon Torrou, ace G-man
who tracked down Nazi spies in America before the war,
Major Melvin Purvis, another FBI agent, and Captain Robert
Neville, editor of Stars and Stripes.

“Also the following British and American war correspondents:
Gerald Norman, London Times; Demaree Bess, Saturday Ewve-
ning Post; Helen Kirkpatrick, Chicago Daily News; Drew
Middleton, New York Times; Cy Peterman, Philadelphia In-
quirer; Quentin Reynolds, Collier’s; Roland Stead, Christian
Science Momnitor; Merill Red Mueller, NBC and Newsweek;
H. R. Knickerbocker, Chicago Sun, and Pierre Huss, Inter-
national News Service.

“Upon Dr. Isserman’s return to the United States in the
summer of 1943, Professor A. Buel Trowbridge, on leave of
absence from Rollins College, Winter Park, Florida, was ap-
pointed by the Red Cross to take over direction of Town Hall.”

What Mr. Korson has told in At His Side on a large canvas
covering the far-flung overseas operations of the Red Cross,
I have tried to tell in great detail of one segment of the operation.
I can compare his work to photo reconnaissance. He has made
his picture from a high altitude. I have given a picture in detail
of the intimate day-to-day operations in a small sector of Amer-
ican Red Cross war work.
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MY DEPARTURE FOR WAR WORK

On Sunday February 28, 1943, I preached my farewell
sermon at Temple Israel, St. Louis, Missouri, prior to my de-
parture for six months’ overseas service with the American Red
Cross. Neither the Midwestern Area Red Cross officials nor I
knew in just what capacity I was to function or to which theatre
of war I was to be sent. Because my enlistment was for a six-
month period, the Far East was out of the question. It would take
too long getting there. The authorities had planned to send me to
England until they ran into a transportation snag and then sent me
to North Africa. I had been given the rank of club director, a title
to give me some status. I preferred not to do administrative work
but rather to work in personal contact with American soldiers. It
was understood that upon my arrival in the theater of war the
Red Cross delegate would decide how best to employ my serv-
ices. The Red Cross authorities also hoped that my work would
be varied so that on my return, I might be in a position to inter-
pret overseas Red Cross activities to the American public.

At the concluding services, the children of the Sunday school
presented me with a recognition bracelet, which I took off
only once in six months, a Bible and a leather-bound notebook,
which might serve as a diary. After the services when I came to
my study to dictate a few last messages to my secretary, I found
that a friend had left me a bag, partially of leather and partially
of canvas. I had almost decided not to take it with me (I had
too much baggage) but I rejected that as being discourteous and
ungrateful to the giver. I decided to take it to Washington and
then perhaps send it home with my civilian clothes. This odd-
looking canvas and leather bag proved to be one of my most
cherished possessions. It was a musette bag, the most useful piece
of baggage a soldier possesses, of which there was a scarcity.
Its contents are never considered part of the baggage weight on
plane flights. When I left Algiers by plane to return to the
United States an officer in the air transport command told me
that my baggage was limited to §5 pounds. “But anything that
you can stuff in your musette bag does not count as that is con-
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sidered part of your personal equipment.” While driving to the
station after the services with twenty minutes left to make the
train, I was stopped by a policeman because I had not attached
my 1943 license plate to my car. He was going to insist that I
attach it immediately. When I told him that I was headed for
an overseas mission for the Red Cross and had to make a train
in fifteen minutes, he reluctantly permitted me to proceed. On
March first, as per schedule, I arrived in Washington and joined
the 58th class of the American Red Cross training school. On
my return I addressed two training classes which I believe were
the ¢8th and ggth. From a rookie freshman, on March first, I
had become a sophisticated alumnus on the first of September.
This was characteristic of the blitz tempo of this war. On the
morning of March first I reported at the Red Cross training
school in the Printcraft building, Washington, D.C., for a period
of orientation before being sent overseas. Besides carrying on its
traditional functions of serving the ill and the wounded in mili-
tary hospitals and through field directors maintaining the tie be-
tween the soldier and civilian life, functions carried on both
domestically and overseas, the American Red Cross had been
asked by the United States Army to be the sole civilian morale-
building agency in all overseas areas. This was a big order and
demanded prompt, efficient and large scale efforts, supplies,
equipment, personnel. Facilities had to be provided and planned
for the millions of Americans who were destined to serve in the
armed forces overseas.

The army was moved to ask the American Red Cross to take
charge of all recreational activities with the armed forces outside
of the United States because of its unpleasant experiences in
World War 1. At that time, many denominational recreational
agencies sent personnel over with the troops. The army had
great difficulty coordinating them and satisfying the legitimate
aspirations of their representatives. There was a good deal of
overlapping, rivalry, and competition. At that time there was
no USO. The agencies all found it necessary to publicize their
activities to keep the funds flowing to maintain them. Conse-
quently, their representatives were all anxious to do the dramatic
things which would remind their supporters at home of their
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great usefulness to the armed forces overseas. This situation made
it very difficult for the army and rendered coordination almost
impossible. Therefore, the army decided to work with one recre-
ational agency overseas and selected the Red Cross because of its
good experience with it for many years and because it repre-
sented every segment of the population. The army had to have
civilians to do this work.

It was to this new phase of Red Cross work to which I was
to be assigned. I should have preferred to have been a Red Cross
field director. But they are generally attached to units in the
United States and only go overseas if and when their units move
overseas. They serve for the duration. For immediate overseas
service some phase of the morale-building program was to be
mine. On Tuesday, March 2, I appeared among the Red Cross
trainees in my uniform. It is the uniform of officers of the army
with exception of the buttons and insignia which contain Red
Cross symbols. It was quite a problem at first to affix the insignia
correctly and accurately. These details are unimportant yet im-
portant. Red Cross workers are always urged to conform to
military regulations. They serve with the military and while the
violation of minor regulations might hardly be noticed, it is bad
policy on the part of Red Cross personnel to jeopardize good
relationship with the army by carelessness about its rules. Cor-
rect dress in the army is essential not merely for the sake of
appearance but also because careful obedience to minor orders
on inconsequential matters leads to exact obedience on major
matters when lives are at stake. New Zealand soldiers are noted
for their independence which, admirable as it is in civilian life,
may lead to difficulties if not curbed in a battle situation. It
actually happened that the refusal of a unit of New Zealanders
to obey their officers after they had taken a certain position
from the Germans and their headlong plunge in in violation of
their officers’ commands towards another German position led
to some of them being the victims of strafing by American
fighters. They had been ordered to strafe certain positions where
there were German soldiers and had been assured that no New
Zealanders would be in these areas. Thus, the New Zealanders’
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reluctance to obey their officers in critical situations had tragic
results.

INDOCTRINATION

The indoctrination classes of the Red Cross have a three-
fold purpose. First, to acquaint the trainee with the aims, pur-
poses and history of the International and the American Red
Cross. Secondly, to acquaint him with the traditions of the army
and the relationship of the Red Cross work to the army and
thirdly, to acquaint him with specific tasks that he might be ex-
pected to perform in overseas situations. It was a great privilege
to hear from some of the men and women, who have made the
American Red Cross what it is, its aims, ideals and goals. It was
a treat to sit at the feet of Miss Mable Boardman, Secretary of
the A.R.C. who herself personifies the finest ideals of Red Cross,
and to hear from her lips its humanity, its internationalism, its
consideration for the weak, its chivalry, its readiness to serve
human beings in distress, its generosity, the epic story of this
great effort to minimize human suffering midst war and catas-
trophe. There was a dignity about her, a grace to her speech, and
a nobility in the words she chose. A trainee could not but feel
that by joining the Red Cross, he received a rich heritage, that
the wearing of its insignia was a privilege, an obligation and a
challenge. There was something inspiring about these presenta-
tions, something which was bound to abide and to be of help in
times of crises. Inspiring others is part of my job and I must
confess that I was touched by the indoctrination course. Besides
getting an appreciation of the breadth of the Red Cross, I got the
feeling that it was prepared to back with its resources the
humblest of its workers. You are made to feel that in a time
of crisis, of acute crisis, when help was needed, you who repre-
sented the Red Cross had the right to commit it and to use its re-
sources to help overcome the crisis. This gave you a tremendous
amount of confidence in yourself and a pride that this great trust
was placed in your hands. On very few occasions was I called
upon to make any commitments for the Red Cross without previ-
ous consultation, but the fact that in case of an emergency I could
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do so, gave me poise, strength, and confidence which I am sure
reflected itself in all my endeavors. In these classes I learned
of the varied activities of the Red Cross, of its civilian program,
of its hospital tasks, of its nursing aid safety work, of its con-
tribution to nutrition, of its emergency calamity services, of
its international concerns, of its volunteers, staff and executives.
Though I had been active in civic affairs, my knowledge of
the Red Cross was superficial. I knew that it was doing good
work, but I knew neither the universal scope of its ramified
concerns nor of the large variety of causes which find refuge
under its banner.

The matter of introduction to the army was carried on by
army officers. Wherever the Red Cross functions in a war
situation, it is subordinate to the army. Its personnel must
obey the orders of the commander-in-chief. The Red Cross
may only function at the request of the army and only as long
as the army desires it. Though a civilian organization, it is
subject to military control, and its personnel are governed by
the articles of war as are members of the armed forces. The
special services branch of the army was especially designated
to cooperate with the Red Cross. At times it was suggested
that special services assume full charge of morale and recreation
in camp situations and the Red Cross in cities or in leave areas,
but this division of function was not adhered to. One of the
most effective pieces of work done by the Red Cross was in
the Aero Clubs on airfields in the United Kingdom and at
front line air bases in North Africa. Though subject to military
regulations, the American Red Cross remained a civilian body
representing the American public and its desire to make as com-
fortable as possible the living of our soldiers in war situations.

After the first week, the induction classes were divided—
those being prepared for overseas were put in a special task-
force class. There we were introduced to some of the thousand
situations and circumstances which may arise overseas. An in-
teresting exposition was made of the philosophy of recreation.
Red Cross deals with adult soldiers. They know how they
want to spend their leisure. Our task was not to impose on them
our concept of recreation, but rather to help them find the
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recreation they desire, provided of course that such recreation
was not in contradiction with the highest values of life. We
were cautioned not to foist upon soldiers what we enjoy,
what we think is fun. We could make plans and suggestions.
Theirs was the privilege to accept or reject. This philosophy
has born a rich harvest. No soldier, I believe, has gotten the
impression that the Red Cross is trying to put something over
on him, or is trying to keep him from doing something he
wants to do or to force upon him a program for which he does
not care. It may be that the Red Cross programs have had
an influence upon the recreational habits of our soldiers, but
this influence is the result of the soldier’s wanting what the
Red Cross has to offer or preferring what it offered to other
available amusements. In one air field, the commanding officer
informed me that the daily requests for passes diminished from
71% to 11% as a result of Red Cross functioning. The soldiers,
of their own free will, preferred the Red Cross recreation pro-
gram to the recreation available in the pubs of nearby com-
munities. Trainees too, were told time and time again, that
the Red Cross’ goal is to be of service, that it would like to
make all of its service gratis, including sleeping accommodations
and snack bars. The army had requested that certain minimum
charges be placed both on items of food and overnight lodging.
These charges were always far below cost, and no soldier can
say that the Red Cross, at any time, made one sou of profit
on any service that was rendered to him. In one area, I was
informed that after costs were computed, the price set was
forty per cent below cost. Two cents for a sandwich, four cents
for a huge bowl of ice cream, twenty cents for a night’s lodging
on a bed with clean sheets, and nothing for coffee and fruit.
These nominal charges were levied at the request of the military,
who believed that our boys could and should pay these minimum
amounts.

RUMORS ABOUT RED CROSS

Time and time again rumors crop up that Red Cross
supplies intended to be given gratis to American troops were
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sold by Red Cross personnel. No one can vouch what each
one of the thousands of Red Cross personnel may have done
in far-flung parts of the world in battle and other areas, but
I know that the Red Cross was reluctant to sell anything to
troops. Remembering the experiences of World War I, the
Red Cross wanted to give away everything it had. Whenever
it charged for anything, it did so at the command and insistence
of the army which furnished the supplies. Because American
troops were comparatively well-paid, the army believed it
would help the morale of the men to pay small sums for extra
luxuries which came from military and not from civilian re-
sources. This, however, did not apply to wounded men in
hospitals, or to men in battle areas. There, all Red Cross supplies
were given away gratis. I personally gave away tens of thou-
sands of packages of cigarettes. I gave them to men driving
tanks in battle. I gave them to G. I’s manning batteries. I
personally ministered to the wounded in the battle zone, giving
them my own personal comfort articles when Red Cross supplies
were exhausted and unobtainable because of difficulties in trans-
port. The foundation for the rumor, for example, of the sale of
Red Cross cigarettes may be due to the fact that cigarettes in-
tended for the Red Cross and bearing its label were delivered
by mistake to a post-exchange, and those intended for a post-
exchange were delivered to the Red Cross. The post-exchange,
therefore, was selling Red Cross cigarettes, whereas the Red
Cross was giving away unmarked cigarettes. Neither the Red
Cross nor the post exchange were happy about this situation,
but nothing could be done about it. To do so would have
been to delay the distribution of cigarettes. The post exchange
did not like it because it seemed as if soldiers were paying
money for objects that they were supposed to receive gratis.
The Red Cross did not like it because the Red Cross was
giving away supplies, and not getting credit for it. In view
of the wonderful publicity that the Red Cross received, the
soldiers expected something free from the Red Cross.
Sometimes, Red Cross publicity was too good. The plan of
having American Red Cross girls at the side of American
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soldiers was widely publicized in magazines that reached the
front. When boys saw my Red Cross insignia, they asked me
where the girls were. They were not there because General
Montgomery, in command of the Tunisian Theater of Oper-
ations, objected to the presence of women in the battle zone.
In my own experiences, even when the Red Cross charged
nominal sums like twenty-five cents for a hotel room, or a
few cents for a corned beef sandwich, impossible to obtain
elsewhere, it was incurring a financial loss. Some of the ru-
mors about the sale of articles by the Red Cross were occa-
sioned by bad feelings against it due to a variety of reasons.
The Red Cross served only a fraction of the millions of troops
overseas. Neither its personnel nor its resources were big enough
to reach all. I believed that all in hospitals received Red Cross
ministry. The boys who read of Red Cross services, but never
personally came in contact with them, believed that the Red
Cross was not on the job anywhere.

The Red Cross also made enemies because it was in charge
of loans for troops. It reminds me of Shakespeare’s adage,
“Neither a borrower nor a lender be, for loan oft loses both
itself and friend.” The rules and regulations for the lending
of this money were determined by the army. The Red Cross
had to follow army policy. A soldier who knew he was going
overseas in ten days and wanted a last fling in New York or
San Francisco, or even a chance to go home before he went
overseas and wanted to borrow money for that purpose from
the Red Cross had to be turned down. Red Cross loans were
available for emergencies like rushing a soldier to his ill wife,
mother, father or child. They were not available for entertain-
ment, however valuable as a morale factor. This was an army
decision. To have been the banker for eleven-million men and
women in the armed forces would have required huge resources.
The army expected the Red Cross to collect this money, and
collecting money at best is a thankless job. I know that Red
Cross field workers regarded that as their most unpleasant
assignment, and if many shirked it, one cannot blame them for
it. Another reason for some hostility against the Red Cross
was due to the fact that Red Cross personnel had officer status,
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and some of the resentment against authority might have been
channelled in their direction. Because of this officer status, Red
Cross girls in their leisure time were not permitted to date
enlisted personnel. As one G. I. expressed it, “I am not inter-
ested in looking at Red Cross girls if I am not good enough
to date them.” These are some of the bases of ill-will which
generated rumors against the American Red Cross and abetted
their circulation. It was the victim of unavoidable circumstances.

In the task class, we learned about concrete situations which
we might have to face or which others might have to face.
Different theaters of war present different problems, different
localities, different challenges. The availability of supplies, of
buildings, or equipment, of civilians help determine the types
and quality of service that can be rendered. The situation in
England is different from that in New Guinea and in Iceland
from that in Cairo or Tel Aviv. It was frequently stressed that
we were to be free to use our ingenuity, that we should not
hesitate to be pioneers, to blaze new trails, to recognize that
in many instances there were no precedents and that for un-
precedented situations we were not to hesitate to use unprece-
dented measures. It was exhilarating for the trainee to let him
feel that his own ingenuity, his own originality, his own creative
powers were to be called forth in the task that he was to
assume. The common denominator was to be the spirit of
service of the Red Cross, and that spirit of service might have
an infinite variety of amplifications and ramifications.

At the end of two weeks, the course was drawing to a close,
and day by day, individuals disappeared from the class as they
were sent to some theaters of war, perhaps by air, perhaps by
convoy. Once the clearance summons came, the trainee, with-
out farewell, left the group, and only his vacant chair in the
classroom indicated that another one of our number had set
out on a mysterious adventure. It had been planned that I go
to Great Britain, and I proceeded to secure a passport and was
told that reservations on a clipper plane had been requested.
For passport purposes, I had to have a photograph. But in my
uniform it could not be taken, as the clipper might stop in
a neutral country, and anyone, even a Red Cross man in military

26



uniform, would be subject to internment. But the photographer
was ready for this situation. He bade me take off my military
blouse and put on a coat he had for that purpose. Its sleeves
were short, but he promised not to show my arms. In the
resultant picture, I was a civilian. Red Cross advisers later sug-
gested that if I go by clipper, no uniform or military equipment
must be seen on top of any baggage. It would be examined,
though superficially. At that time, no clipper seats were avail-
able, and other avenues of transportation to Great Britain were
closed. I was asked if I would go to North Africa. I leaped
at the proposal, and then waited impatiently for a week until
I finally was told that I was to be put in charge of a group
of forty-two Red Cross people, destined to North Africa, whom
I was to lead to a port of embarkation and bring to the Red
Cross military liaison officer of the port for final preparations
and for full enrollment and identification as an adjunct to the
armed forces.

OVERSEAS

Now it may be told that we were scheduled to embark
from Staten Island. We awaited embarkation at the St. George
Hotel in Brooklyn and were briefed and supplied for overseas
at the port of New York military base. Other personnel waiting
for overseas shipment were at the same hotel. Our movements
were not restricted to it. As I look back, I see very good
reasons for the secrecy about our hotel location. News about
movements of ships was of great importance to the enemy, and
of potential danger to us as long as the seas were filled with
submarines. During the course of waiting, I met an officer of
high rank, a commodore, who was waiting to take a convoy
overseas, drinking rather heavily at the hotel bar. It was not
difficult to ascertain from him why he was drinking. He was
greatly disturbed. He was divorced from his wife. The last
convoy he had escorted across the ocean had met with a mishap.
Three ships had been sunk. His convoy moved only at the
rate of eight knots per hour and had no protection with the
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exception of the guns on the ships themselves. Unhappy because
of his family life and knowing the difficulty of the task that
was ahead of him, he found liquor a temporary soothing balm.
He was speaking pretty freely, and I suggested that because
of the junior naval officers present he go to his room where
we could talk privately. He told me of the cargo of aeroplane
parts that he was taking overseas, and why he feared that this
would be his last trip. It was not. Months later I met him in
Algiers. From his gay manner and jaunty step, he weathered that
crisis very well.

While waiting thus to be war-processed and for our convoy
to leave, the date of which, of course, was uncertain, all being
housed in one hotel, we became a closely-knit fraternity and
formed friendships which still endure. Weeks later on meeting
members of the group in North Africa, sometimes in air fields,
sometimes in Red Cross clubs, sometimes at messes, I found
a great deal of joy in renewing our friendship and strengthening
the ties that bound us.

What are the processing steps for overseas service? They are
not secret, else I could not write about them. They are those
essential steps whereby a civilian is prepared for being trans-
ferred from a theater of peace to one of war. We had to be
photographed and fingerprinted for identification purposes. A
record of both was kept in the files of the War Department,
and a card with both was given to each one of us. We were
urged always to have it available. This card was the “Open
Sesame” to all sorts of military establishments and it also secured
one admission to allied countries. With this card, I could go
to Egypt, Palestine, England and Scotland. With it, too, I
could be admitted to the United States and also to front
line air bases as well as to a Post Exchange in Washington,
D. C. We also had to receive basic overseas equipment, a bedding
roll, an indispensable item in a theater of war. Blankets were
issued overseas where if you carried your blankets and bedding
rolls you were assured of sleeping with some degree of comfort
under any circumstances. A helmet, likewise, was provided. Its
use is obvious. In case of air attack on ship and of shell fire
or bombing on land, the head protected by a steel helmet is
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safer than one without one. In the battle area, wearing such a
helmet was made mandatory upon all personnel. War corres-
pondents as well as Red Cross field men had to wear them.
Gas masks, too, had to be provided and gas mask drill was a
requirement. It would be silly to have a gas mask and not know
how to use it and so we had to go through all the paces. We
were also provided with a pistol belt but no pistol, canteen,
and advised always to keep the canteen filled with fresh water
in case of emergency. We also received a first-aid kit. Pistols
were not issued to us. The use of weapons is outlawed for Red
Cross personnel. Adjusting the head band of the steel helmet
was quite a task. Practicing wearing all of our equipment also
occupied some of our time. We had to organize ourselves into
watches and had to post guards. While waiting for the final
alert, we were free to leave the hotel provided that we tele-
phoned every two hours so that we would know when the
orders came for our move. We were also asked not to divulge
the hotel at which we were stopping to friends or relatives,
nor to have anyone come to see us there.

When I was appointed in charge of men and women who were
destined for North Africa, I did not realize that there might
be some who would resent my leadership. Believing in demo-
cratic processes, I resolved to exercise no authority, but to
have all decisions made by vote. For example, we did not
know the date of our sailing nor did anyone else. It would
depend on when our ships and supplies would be ready, when
naval protection was available, when the whole convoy could
be assembled, when there was a minimum of danger, or many
other reasons which the military of course did not communicate
to us. I learned from the army liaison representative that we
would be given from two to six hours notice. I carried this
information to the group, and we decided that all of our
members could leave the hotel and go where they pleased,
provided that every two hours they would report to the hotel
to find out whether our call had come. This would enable
them to enjoy as much of New York as they pleased, and at
the same time be on hand when necessary. To carry this out,
we organized watches. My room was to be headquarters, and
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a schedule of watches was determined. Two were always to
be on duty. I took the first watch. I found that the woman who
had been appointed to head the girls began requiring military
drills daily, etc. To this we put a stop at once. I believe this
democratic procedure enabled our group to function very
smoothly, and very harmoniously.

All sorts of inoculations had to be taken for typhoid, typhus
and tetanus, yellow fever, smallpox. Some of us were inoculated
against cholera by mistake. I knew that we were going to North
Africa. The cholera serum was given for those who were going
to the Far East. I could not object to receiving the serum,
because to have given my reason would have been to have
violated a secret. When, therefore, I was stuck with the needle
of the cholera serum, I knew that I was experiencing unneces-
sary discomfort. But because of my orders, I had to keep quiet.
When half of our party was inoculated, the mistake was
discovered. A shortage of yellow fever serum prevented inocula-
tion against that. Each one of us received a record of our
inoculations, and we were warned to guard it preciously, for
without such a record, we might be asked to submit ourselves
afresh for all the required inoculations. Suddenly the travel
order came. We had barracks bags issued to us and were to
dispose of our foot lockers. These barracks bags had to be
stenciled and packed. Some of our belongings could be packed
in our bedding rolls. We were warned to travel as lightly as
possible, to carry with us no more than we would take along
if we were going on a week-end trip. Our foot lockers were
sold. I had gone to a great deal of trouble in purchasing mine.
It was the last one available in St. Louis. I sold it to another
Red Cross man who was going on a trip to another theater
of war and was permitted to take one. Three months later, I
saw that trunk in Cairo, Egypt. I was a veteran of the Tunisian
campaign and the owner of that trunk had just landed in Cairo
after ninety-eight days on the high seas. There was great excite-
ment in our group when the final order came. Our barracks
bags and bed rolls were called for in the evening, and the
following morning we were all assembled in full battle-array
with helmets, leggings, canteens, gas masks, and handbags. We
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were to make our exit through the basement of the hotel into
two busses which were to convey us to our ships. There were
forty-two of us, seventeen men and twenty-five women.

While there was need for secrecy of our departure, the regu-
lation demanding us to embark dressed in full military attire
nullified that. For a number of days we had been seen in the
lobby of the St. George Hotel regularly in army uniforms, the
sort that you could see at that time all over the United States.
Suddenly one morning we appeared with gas masks, canteens,
steel helmets, and other battle equipment. Although we were
told to use the freight elevators of the hotel, we were never-
theless observed and the object of comment. Everyone at the
St. George Hotel who had any powers of thought would have
known that something unusual was taking place with this Red
Cross contingent. We stood around for some time in the streets
waiting for our transportation. That too was not conducive to
Secrecy.

We heard that the girls were to go on a separate ship, though
in the same convoy. Only one bus came, and we did squeeze
ourselves into it. When we arrived at the docks, we were identi-
fied, given the number of our cabin, then told to carry our own
baggage. The army does not furnish porters. Then and there,
some of us regretted that our bags were so heavy.

We regretted that on urgent advice we had taken with us a
year’s supply of towels, soap, shaving cream, toothpaste, razor
blades, toilet paper and other essentials. If I had known then that
I was to give away tens of thousands of these articles for the
Red Cross on the field of battle, I could have spared myself,
and especially my bags, many strains. On the dock, we said fare-
well to the girls and we embarked first.

ZIGZAGGING ACROSS THE OCEAN

I was a bit shocked when I boarded our ship. I have
crossed the ocean frequently, but this seemed to be the oldest
boat that I had ever been on. It was a sister ship of the old
Morro Castle. It had plied between New York and Cuba. Now
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it was serving as a troop transport. I laughed to myself. In
times of peace, I would spurn traveling on such an old tub. It
would have been too slow for me, too cramped and too back-
ward. Yet this was war, when speed was more essential and I
had to travel on what seemed to me to be a small, unprotected
boat across a submarine-infested ocean. The day we embarked
on shipboard, I remember reading the headlines in the press,
“Hitler Assumes Personal Charge of Submarine Wolf Packs and
Plans to Carry Campaign Against the Atlantic Supply Line.”
Previously the Atlantic supply line had been a theoretical thing
to me, now—it was flesh and blood—I was part of it. I then re-
called reading that our shipping losses were five per cent. One
out of twenty chances was not too bad and besides, I was going
in a troop convoy and these convoys are especially well protected.
But four weeks before, several ships of such a convoy had been
sunk. Our ships might be sunk too. But why should I be im-
mune from the risk that thousands, even millions of other Amer-
icans were taking for our common liberty.

Just before leaving the hotel, each one of us had received
secret letters of instructions. I had received two. These letters
contained orders as to what to do on arrival at our destina-
tion. My second letter contained orders for the entire group.
We had arrived too late for noon chow, but the ship’s cook
graciously volunteered to prepare some sandwiches for us,
and then we received the information that because of limited
kitchen facilities only two meals could be served to passengers
though three to members of the crew. Our cabin was com-
fortable and large and we were informed that after this trip,
this boat would be overhauled and additional bunks put in it.
There were two of us in a cabin, too great a luxury for war-
time. Only officers had such accommodations. The enlisted
men slept on triple-deckers wherever there was space avail-
table. Our troops were Negro. Their officers were white with
the exception of the chaplain and the physician. I was glad
that we were on shipboard and that my duties as leader of the
group had brought no friction.

We were in the harbor all day and when we awoke the
next morning, we were on the high seas. We had no chance

32



to speak farewells to familiar landmarks on the shores of our
country. We saw other ships and our escorts, the destroyers,
out on the horizon. Nearer to us was a large battleship, the
S.S. Arkansas, with two planes. At first, shore-based planes
or blimps hovered overhead, but after a day or so at sea, we
were alone on the vast ocean except for our neighbors, the
other ships in the convoy and the protecting warships. Day by
day as we went to the deck, we greeted these friends. Never
before while at sea have I seen so many ships around. Communi-
cation between individuals on the ship was impossible. The dis-
tance between them was at least a quarter of a mile and even
more. The ship zigzagged all the way to avoid being hit by sub-
marines. I have since heard that forty thousand troops were in
our convoy; one troop ship alone was said to have carried twenty
thousand men, and that ship landed at Casablanca. Among the
twenty thousand men, I discovered years later, was Jonas Weiss,
the golf champion of the Westwood Country Club of which I
was a member. One day while in the locker room we discussed
the time of our departure and then discovered that we were in
the same convoy to North Africa.

One day a freighter was missing. Whether it was torpedoed or
developed engine trouble and returned, no one knows although
every sort of rumor about her abounded. Some day perhaps, we
shall know when the records of the War Department will be
open to public scrutiny. What our course was, we did not know.
We thought we were near Bermuda when we saw sea gulls.
Other days we thought we were near the Azores. The ship’s
officers were like sphinxes. The captain never left the bridge. He
had a bunk right near it. The communications officer was un-
communicative as far as we were concerned. There was gun
practice. Tracer bullets followed by other bullets filled the air.
The sister ship in our convoy likewise engaged in practice. All
of us were ordered to wear our Mae Wests always, whatever we
did, awake or asleep, in the dining hall or on deck. After two
days, I could read the menus of past meals by looking at my
life preserver. We were told to close our portholes after 7 o’clock,
not to smoke on deck after that hour. This regulation was vio-
lated by a few and all of us were penalized. No one was per-
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mitted on deck after 7 o’clock at night. A burning cigarette can
be seen a mile at sea—a lighted match five miles. Occasionally we
thought we heard the discharge of depth bombs. There were
daily drills. We had to come out on deck, stand in our assigned
positions while the crew placed themselves around the lifeboats
and the commanding officer shouted his orders over the loud-
speaker system. One night amidst tense excitement we were
alerted and for ten minutes called to stand on deck. We wondered
what was going to happen. I knew that there weren’t enough
lifeboats for everyone on the ship, though there were enough
life rafts. I knew that some of the lifeboats were going to be
destroyed if the ship was hit. Under the most favorable circum-
stances, in case of being torpedoed, loss of life would be inevi-
table. Who would be saved and who would be drowned? The
chances of being saved in the event of torpedoing were, at best,
six to eight out of ten. Transports dare not stop to pick up human
beings at the scene of disaster lest they themselves be victimized.
Only escort warships may come to the rescue. The night was
dark and cloudy. The sea was rough, and we knew that these
diminished our chances. We waited tensely.

At the request of the Red Cross men, I had asked the transport
commander why we were assigned to specific boat stations on
deck during alerts but to no lifeboats. He laughed and answered,
“If we are hit, we expect to lose from twenty to forty per cent
of our personnel. It may be impossible to launch some of the
lifeboats. Nor does the ship have enough lifeboats.” It had
many more men than it was equipped to carry in boats. The
only lifeboat assignments he had made were to members of the
crew who had to man them. “There are, however,” he said,
“enough liferafts available.” I never reported this answer to our
group, as I believed that that information could serve no pur-
pose. My own tension, because of this knowledge, therefore, was
intensified. Two to four out of ten would die. Which were they?
In the heavy darkness that enveloped us on this deck, someone
noticed a light. Furious epithets were hurled at the individual
responsible for it. To my amazement, I was the guilty party.
The figures on my wrist watch were illuminated, and as my
hand hung limp at my side, my wrist protruded from my sleeve.
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The illumination on my dial was the light which alarmed many.
When I covered it, quiet was restored.

There was an awed hush on the deck. Many like myself must
have said their prayers silently. Finally, the bell rang announc-
ing that the alert was over. There was much hysterical laughing
immediately thereafter, and with easy hearts we returned to our
cabins. Whether it was a practice alarm or a real alert, we do
not know. As we were nearing the Straits of Gibraltar, we heard
rumors that the bigger ships would not go through the Straits,
but would dock at Casablanca, and we learned that we would
go directly to Oran. Near the Straits, the American destroyers
disappeared, and British corvettes took their places.

We had consented to let the British control the Mediterranean.
They knew it well, and it helped their morale. They were in
the show. Churchill probably fostered this sensitivity in order
that at the end of the war he might be in command of the Medi-
terranean. It was he who urged us to attack through Italy and
who opposed for some time the assault through Normandy, in
order that Britain’s hold on the Mediterranean would not be
weakened. Most Americans resented the fact that our big naval
escort was compelled by the courtesies towards an ally to aban-
don us just at the time when we were within reach of land-
based enemy planes, and when the orders had come that we
must wear our steel helmets at all times.

The Mediterranean was then a British sea. The British es-
corted us until we reached Oran, our harbor in North Africa.
Nationalistic pride led us to have more confidence in American
destroyers than in British corvettes. As far as we were con-
cerned, they both did the same excellent job. We were glad
that they were with us and their presence assured us that noth-
ing untoward would happen.

Before boarding the ship, we had been given instructions that
we had no responsibilities for recreation on shipboard. That
prerogative rested either with the ship’s chaplain or with the
special service officer of the troops. As leader of our group, I re-
ported to the chaplain that if he needed us, we were available and
that we would be glad to help him out.

I felt sorry for this transport chaplain. His job was crossing
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and recrossing the ocean. I did not mind making the trip across
the submarine-infested sea once, but I would not have relished
making it continuously as was his duty. The same holds true of
the merchant marine. Manning these ships through danger zones
continuously was no easy assignment. They had special equip-
ment which was not issued to us. Heavy rain coats, which con-
tained air and could enable one to float, were equipped also with
red lights so that they could easily be distinguished in the dark-
ness. No protection for them was too much.

The next day the chaplain came and asked for editorial talent
to help him with the ship’s newspaper. Two Red Cross news-
paper men volunteered for the work, reported to the chaplain,
and offered to do the paper for him. One evening several of our
Red Cross men helped with a bingo game; another led in a com-
munity sing, several with religious training took part in the vari-
ous religious services on shipboard. One of our men, a Catholic,
led the Catholic service. I presided over a Jewish service which
was attended by one Jewish officer, two chaplains—the ship’s
chaplain and a negro army chaplain, one negro soldier and my-
self. Only five were present. To reach the chapel, they had to
walk through a dense blackout on the ship’s deck. The only light
in the chapel was the light of the Sabbath candles. In preparing
for Sabbath services, I, of course, could locate no candlesticks on
shipboard. I conferred with the ship’s technician who suggested
that a board in which holes could be drilled for candles would
suffice. What an excellent idea! Because candles were plentiful, I
took a board about two feet long and two inches wide, and drilled
seven holes in it. There I had something that would suffice for a
seven-branched candlestick. I lit the candles and pronounced
the Sabbath blessing.

The only light in the Chapel was the light of the Sabbath
candles. How brightly they shone midst the surrounding dark-
ness, symbolic of a light that Faith can generate even in a
dark age! I invited both chaplains to share in the service. For
me, it was a great spiritual experience, this interdenominational
and inter-racial fellowship under the influence of the religion
of the synagogue and the American flag. It was a source of great
comfort to be able to pray with others who believed in God



midst the dangers of war on the hazardous seas. This inter-faith
and inter-racial cooperation was characteristic of the best in the
American tradition. Other services were rendered by our Red
Cross contingent. It soon became known what our destination
was and that a knowledge of French would be desirable. Two
of our intellectuals, one an attorney and the other a Ph.D.
who had been on the staff of the Board of Economic Warfare,
prepared a small French vocabulary in which, at the request
of the Transport Commander, they put in the phrases, “You
are a pretty girl,” “When shall we meet,” “Where shall we
meet,” “Will you go walking with me.” If these phrases do not
reveal the vocabulary needs of a G. I. overseas, they reveal at
least the mind of one transport commander.

The whole ship was notified that as we approached the
Straits of Gibraltar the commanding officer would tell us some-
thing about the new continent or the new land in which some
of us were destined to live and some of us were destined to
die (Two Red Cross men, Clifford Markle, and Burt Harris
have since lost their lives through transportation accidents).
After a few preliminary words about the geography of Africa,
which were punctuated by generous profane expressions, the
commanding officer proceeded to state that the Arabs among
whom we were to live were dirty and unworthy, that the
French were incompetent and inferior and that the British
rightly deserved our criticism. He then proceeded to speak
about the availability of bordelloes and advised against patroniz-
ing the very inexpensive ones. This is a fair summary of what
a commander of American forces of liberation said to his expec-
tant soldiers on the eve of disembarkment on a strange continent
in 2 war for the emancipation of mankind. Some of us were
outraged, in turn crushed and infuriated. Here were we, about
to enter the Straits of Gibraltar. On the left, we saw the twinkling
lights of the coast of Spain, part of the European continent, the
cradle of the civilization which had made America. On the
right were the lights of Spanish Morocco, the shoreline of the
continent of Africa from which had come the slaves, torn from
their homes, the ancestors of the more than a thousand negroes
borne on our ship. Ahead of us lay the Mediterranean—that
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historic ocean whose waves had lapped the shores of a score
of great civilizations. Rome and Carthage, Athens and Constan-
tinople, Jerusalem and Alexandria, spoke to us with the tongues
of memory. The most cherished traditions of the human race,
the traditions of Judea, Greece and Rome came out of the
Mediterranean civilization. Of these, not a hushed whisper did
we hear, but only a torrent of vulgarity. What sort of liberators
were we who came with contemp