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Forward

When my father William (Bill) Henry Woodroffe Jr. joined the Navy in 1943 he
wrote daily to his future wife, Louise Varrone. She did likewise and for over two and a
half years starting in March of 1943 and ending in November 1945 nearly 1800 letters
were written. He was 22 years old at the time and she was 19. The letters were more than
love letters between two young lovers, eager to be in each other’s arms but now forced
apart by a world at war. Certainly much of the writing was about how much they missed
each other and how much they truly loved each other but it was the exchange of small
details of daily life and the dreams of the future that seemed to bind them together. There
were no major themes, no grand pronouncements on the world around them and no self
pity in their situation. But if war rips people apart, these letters held these two together.
This is an account of those letters and how two people grew together while being so far
apart. It is a biased account for sure, as I knew and was part of the outcome.
My father was an avid chronicler of family life and amassed a trove of family
photo albums. Beginning before they were married and maintained until his late 80’s, all
photos were mounted, neatly dated and annotated. The albums were viewed at family
gatherings or used as collaborating witness to past events. My sister, brother and I always
knew of the letters and how they were written every day and then saved in a trunk in our
house in the basement. But the letters remained in a trunk, other than being organized by
my mother a number of years ago, unread by anyone other than the writers.
My parents were proud of those letters and never discouraged us from eventually
reading them. I don’t know if they ever thought anyone actually would. I was warned,
however, that they would most probably be boring as they were first and foremost love
letters. They did not chronicle world history or epic battles of the war nor were they
intended to be published as a literary work. They were just the correspondence between
two young people in love during a momentous world event.
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As I was approaching 60 and thinking about retirement I started to wonder about
those letters. My wife Maureen and I were heading to lead a different kind of retirement
than my parents. We sold the house that we raised three daughters in, bought a large
sailboat and planned to live aboard and sail for as many years as we could. We would
sail, maybe not around the world, but to places that were warm and inviting. In the
process of doing this we lived in an apartment in the winter, the boat in the summer and
started downsizing our possessions.
But these changes made me think about what we may be leaving behind, not only
physically but what might be called our legacy. What will pass to the next generation and
what, if anything, will they remember or think about it? I realized that each of our own
rich history of experiences will be lost when we leave and very little will get passed
down. But that is the way of life, each generation writing their own history with little
time to discover others, even if it is of their own forefathers. Each generation reinvents
the cycle of life not fully appreciating the fact that previous generations did almost the
same things. That is life. That is the way it should be. We all need to experience the joy,
heartaches, dreams and ambitions of life unrestricted by those who lived before us. How
cruel it would be if our experiences diminished our children’s quest for similar joys. But
how blessed they would be if they could also experience their parents joy and wonder. I
looked at my parents; a long full life spent together, and knew that they were once as
young as I was on my wedding day.
And so I decided that maybe I had an opportunity to peer into their early
adventures via a time machine known as “the letters”. What would I discover? What
would I learn? What explanations could be found? Could I experience their joy they felt
so many years ago? The letters did serve those purposes, intended or not, and for that I’m
deeply grateful.
Written every day, even if they couldn’t be posted every day, and reading a letter
every day, even if they may have arrived in bunches or with delay, the letters were a
dialogue. They were composed as if they were sitting together at dinner table after work
and talking about the day’s events. And they were not simply written in the evening as a
short note. Almost all were written in stages during the day and night. Started after
breakfast, put down and resumed in the afternoon or evening, they were a daily
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accounting of the day’s activity. Today it would be done on Facebook, twitter or in
emails, or even on the phone. But written letters are different. They take time to compose
and to write physically and coherently and that takes care and reflection. It is a way to
leave the daily activities aside and be mentally transported thousands of miles to be
alongside the person they wished to be with most.
Writing and reading these letters transported my mother from an apartment
house on Nostrand Avenue in Brooklyn, NY, to my father’s arms. Likewise, my father
was transported from a camp in Virginia, a barracks in Alaska, or an island in the Pacific
to his only true love. Maybe it was therapy; maybe it was escapism; but it profoundly
affected them, for the good, for the rest of their lives. The concentrated effort to write
every day for three years laid a foundation of shared experiences that is so influential in
all our lives.
Although the letters were filled with longings to be together, they were not
depressing or full of complaints. But that is the way they were. They were surprisingly
optimistic, both for the short term, the wish for an early end to the war, and the long term
prospects of their lives together and the country in general. This was certainly a reflection
of both the times and their personalities. They came of age in the great depression of the
1930’s and were now living in a world at war; how could things be much worse?
The style of writing reflected their inner feelings and philosophy. How could so
many letters be otherwise? Reading Bill’s letters was like listening to Bob Hope,
Groucho Marx and Fred Astaire all rolled into one person: the slightly corny Bob Hope
with a good sense of humor, combined with a touch of Groucho’s zaniness and the class
and good taste and manners of Astaire. That is the impression. It is also the underlying
personality of the man, although only in later years would I realize this. Louise, a self
proclaimed tom boy but with an inner sophistication, wrote passionately of the one she
loved and adored. At times she sounded like a fiery Katharine Hepburn but with a
compassion not so easily hidden.
The comparisons to movie stars is no accident. Movies were a big part of the
social fabric of the time. When the letters were written my mother just turned 20, was
working for Macy’s at Herald Square, two years out of James Madison High School, and
had, by her own admission a very large collection of movie star photos. Going to the
movies with double features and extras were at least a weekly if not more, occurrence.
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The Hit Parade on the radio kept everyone up to date on the latest big band songs;
newspapers gave news; books and magazines were read, but movies were the
entertainment focus of the day. The letters were filled with short comments of the films
they saw that night with recommendations to view them or not. A book could probably be
written just based on their movie and book comments. Love stories, war stories,
comedies, cartoons, propaganda films - they saw and commented on them all. While
Louise followed the movie star’s personal lives, Bill saw only the actor on the screen. He
could admire the character on the screen and leave the actor’s private life alone.
It took almost three years for me to read all the letters, take notes and put down
on paper some thoughts. These are those thoughts but mostly it is an account of those
letters. There is no way I can fully convey everything in those letters. In total there are
over 1800 letters, well over 7000 handwritten pages, and maybe 2 million words.
Verbatim excerpts are in italics, otherwise I tried to summarize and write in chronological
order in broad topics.
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One

The Beginning

Bill kissed 19 year old Louise goodbye at Pennsylvania Station in New York
City and boarded the Navy train to Virginia. It was the start of a long road that neither of
them knew where it would lead or how long it would last. What they did know was they
must stick together, even though they would be thousands of miles apart.
The long train ride to Richmond was the first opportunity for Bill to put down on
paper what was going to be a daily routine. Writing about the day’s activities, from
detailed descriptions of the breakfast food, the weather, the fellow sailors, the work that
was being done, the evening activities right up to the last minutes before lights out or
hitting the bunk at night, the letters would be long and detailed. After Bill left the States,
the letters were read by censors and were occasionally censored. They were censored for
specific things like locations, jobs and such that may compromise the Navy’s position or
possibly help the enemy if they were intercepted. Since Bill had a very good vocabulary
and liked word play, the censors may have exercised more cutting than needed fearing
some coded messages hidden in the verbosity of the writing.
The writing continued when Bill had a few minutes to spare that first night in the
Navy’s Seabee’s boot camp, Camp Perry, Virginia. His senses must have been on high
alert from the moment he stepped aboard the train as he absorbed the changing landscape
of people and places that took him farther and farther away from the one he loved. The
bouncing jarring truck ride from the Richmond Virginia train station to Camp Perry was
described vividly. Every bolder the truck ran over, every pothole it sank into, every turn it
made was accounted for. In the end the joke, he wrote, was on the driver because he
missed at least one or two big pot holes on the journey and no one fell off the truck.
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Welcome to the Navy. Boot camp weather in Virginia was either hot, cold, rainy
or stormy. The food was good and plentiful, along with the miles of ditches that had to be
dug to drain the swamps. As the days went by, letters from Brooklyn started to arrive and
the dialogue began. He became friends with fellow sailors in his platoon, which is one
major result of boot camp. Some of these friends remained friends for life. Fred Zier was
one such person. A fellow New Yorker, they found a common interest in fishing but Bill
also admired the honesty and the family man nature of him. It was the latter that Bill
admired most in judging anyone he met in service.
Marching, rifle training and navy discipline were part of the boot camp
experience but nothing that was really not expected. This was, after all, the military. But
after a few weeks leave outside the base was permitted. But Bill had little desire to go to
town when it was available. He didn’t think going to town to see women, getting drunk or
fooling around while his true love was back in Brooklyn waiting for him was the right
thing to do. He avoided those men who did such things but found friends who thought
like he did. They were the ones with wives, girlfriends and even kids back home. They
came from all over the country and they were all different ages. But they all had someone
back home to look forward to seeing again.
He took advantage of the books available in the Navy library to read and watched
some movies at night. He liked historical novels, classics and scientific magazines in
addition to getting the latest fishing reports from home. He started going to Sunday mass.
At first it may have been to occupy some time but soon became an important part of his
time in the Navy. But most of his free time, and it seemed that was getting to be more and
more, was used to write letters to Louise. It gave him time in Virginia to really start
thinking about their future married life together and what that future would bring.
Bill noticed, even for the short time he was in boot camp, that the newer drafted
sailors were of a different caliber than the older volunteers. Initially the Navy, and in
particular the Seabees which is what he volunteered for, were an elite group that relied on
volunteers who wanted to be in that particular branch of the service. The draft was used
to place boys in the services that needed them, typically the Army. But as the war wore
on, it was now over a year after Pearl Harbor, all services needed help and so the drafted
men and boys were placed in the more elite positions. The caliber of the newly drafted
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recruits was evident, but he hoped that a few months in the Navy would improve their
character.
Louise thought about writing her first letter as she saw Bill leave from
Pennsylvania Station on the train going south. Missing the man whom she just got
engaged to was evident. She had much to write about as her life was taking her in a new
direction and she was eager to hang on for the ride.
Being part of a large extended Italian family, there were many family and friends
that constantly visited the family apartment. Unlike today where families seem to get
together only on holidays and special occasions, Louise with her mother, father, and
sister were constantly seeing them at dinners, at the movies, dropping in for visits, and
even shopping. It was like an in-person Facebook experience. Bill also lived with his
mother, father, sister and brother in an apartment a short walk away; and so his brother
Charlie and sister Isabelle became good friends to Louise. In short, there was enough
family support to keep any loneliness at bay. But the nightly ritual of letter writing never
faltered.
Louise’s apartment building on Nostrand Avenue. stood among the empty lots
that would eventually be developed and built upon. It was an area in Brooklyn that was
just on the southern edge of development. The Junction, a few blocks away, was the end
of the subway line from Manhattan. To the north the dense housing and businesses of
Brooklyn carpeted the landscape. To the south, open fields and former farms led to the
waters of Jamaica Bay.
Louise and her family were very friendly with the other tenants in the building
and frequently helped each other out. One apartment had a telephone so it was not
unusual to go there to make or receive calls. The landlord’s daughter Ellen and her
husband and young son lived above them and provided advice from mothering a child to
exchanging gossip among the neighbors. Although the later proved too much and in time
led to them being ostracized from the rest of the tenants. But Louise got a firsthand look
at what it was like raising a four or five year old boy. The daily happenings in the
apartment provided a constant source of material to write about in the letters to Bill.
She, along with all the other women, kept the home fires burning and wrote her
daily letters before drifting off to sleep thinking of the man she adored. During the day
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she traveled to Manhattan to work in Macy’s men’s alteration department six days a
week. She was kept busy as an assistant to Miss Sher, her immediate supervisor. Up the
corporate ladder were the bosses and bigger bosses of Macy’s. This was not only a
Macy’s department store, it was the head office of Macy’s. The work was plentiful even
if the money was not. Making around $1,000 per year would not make you rich but did
contribute to the family income. Her mother and dad both worked and with her younger
sister Irene still in grammar school, they lived comfortably in an apartment building
surrounded by family and the undeveloped open spaces on Nostrand Avenue.
Bill never liked the fact that Louise worked at Macy’s, or any place at all. It was
made very clear that his wife would be the woman to take care of the homestead while
the man went to work for a living they both would enjoy. He did not appreciate the fact
that Louise had to take orders from Miss Sher or anyone else. But since she was working,
and for the time being he accepted that necessity, he thought she should push for more
income than she made. The $1.00 a week raise that she recently received was not
sufficient, in his eyes, for the work she was forced to do. They both agreed that this work
would end as soon as possible, but for Bill it could not end soon enough.
Did I ever tell you about my great grandpappy Chief Caught in the Act?
What a man he was. He had six wives but he had to stop there, for they joined a
union and started picketing him. We poor males never get a break. Ah, woe is
us. I would have loved to show you my family tree but when I was born they all
said that that was too much and cut it down.
This lively excerpt, very much in tone of Bill’s writing, seemed very flip about
love. It was not typical of how Bill really felt about Louise. To be part of a large Italian
family was so much different than how he grew up, but something he looked forward to.
But with restrictions.
He wanted, above everything else, to get back home and be part of a family they
would start unencumbered by outside work or family interferences. But he did appreciate
friendly family relationships. Being accepted as a son and not just a son-in-law was
something to be proud of. “It’s the theme of love stories, the core of accomplishment, and
the foundation of living,” so wrote Bill about family.
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He thought Louise’s mother and father were terrific. He thought her young sister
Irene, who he nicknamed “butch”, would make a great aunt to their kids one day. He
loved the close family traditions that Louise’s family seemed to have. For Louise’s
parents 21st wedding anniversary, a lobster dinner was planned. This sounds more exotic
than it was as lobster was not unusual dinner fare. At times, lobsters were eaten on the
roof of the apartment building under the evening sky. But to Bill, now far from home,
lobsters, wine and pasta must have seemed like heaven but was exactly appropriate for
his future in-laws anniversary. Strong family bonds were important as long as they did
not interfere with their own life together.
In the summer of 1943 a few months after Bill went away Louise had a week’s
vacation and went with her friend Betty to stay out on Long Island. It was a time to get
away from Brooklyn and spend some time at a beach. One evening they went to a dance
and, not unusual, there were several servicemen home on leave. Louise, who loved to
dance (as did Bill), danced with some service men. But she was not impressed by them as
they seemed to encourage her to have fun and go out more often even with Bill away.
Like Bill, she did not feel right going out like this without him. In her letter that night she
described the evening and the dancing but wrote that in the end, she didn’t fully enjoy
going out. She realized she missed him too much to do that again.
Bill’s letters, for a number of days after he received her letter, were cold and per
functionary. His feelings were very evident. He was by himself a long way from
Brooklyn and felt helpless in seeing Louise possibly leaving him just as he was going
farther away. It was not jealously of others, but he almost felt betrayed. Louise’s response
was to plead forgiveness and to swallow her pride. Much like the Bonnie Raitt song,
“Love has no pride” she longed to see Bill and reaffirmed her commitment and love. She
declared that she would not “go out” like this again. A few days later he writes that he
was sorry to get angry but makes it clear that no one will ever get between them.
An incident in Coney Island before the war, mentioned in an early letter, gave an
indication of Bill’s concern with any type of interference. Louise tripped coming off a
carrousel and another man helped her up as Bill was a distance away. Bill’s reaction was
that no other person need help her and that he would be the sole person she could count
on for any needed help. Bill would be her protector even if he was thousands of miles
away. All he asked was her undivided love.
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But he was not that far away. Between March and July 1943 Bill was in Virginia
first for boot camp and then in ship’s company. He made three trips home on shore leave
during this time, each time to see Louise and family. Each time it was harder to return.
Being declined a transfer to a machine shop or anywhere else but ships company, he
worried he would spend the rest of the war in Virginia pushing a broom. It seemed like
the work he was doing, when there was any, was not moving the war effort along fast
enough. But in July he was transferred to a construction unit replacement battalion that
would be shipping off to California. Now he would be far away.
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Two

Across the Country

On August 7, 1943 while the camp band played military marches, Bill and the
rest of his CB company boarded a train leaving Camp Perry, Virginia. He didn’t know
exactly where he and his unit were headed other than west. They assumed that they
would be heading overseas; and rumor had it, it would be up to the Aleutian Islands in
Alaska. But he didn’t think much about the final destination as long it was somewhere
other than Camp Perry and he could start to do some useful work to get the war ended.
The trip would take about 5 days and it gave Bill an opportunity to see the country from a
window of a Pullman car. It was a special Navy train carrying sailors from the Navy
across the country. This was all new territory to him and he had to relay what he saw
back to Louise almost on an hour by hour basis. He didn’t have a camera, so his letters
home were the sights he saw in words. At times it was more like a movie than just still
pictures.
Saturday, Aug. 7, 1943
Hello Honey,
Well, here I am on the train bound for who knows where. The train pulled out at
9:00 to the accompaniment of the Camp Band. As usual, I’m in the last car. Fred is in the
one ahead of me. There’s about 30 of us in this one, plenty of room. Before the train
pulled out our bunch had to wait while the porters cleaned up and the band almost ran
out of music waiting for us to board. But we finally got in, and everything went ok.
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This is a Pullman. The bunks fold in at the ceiling, though just how they are I
don’t know. I’ll find out tonight. We have two diners attached and I’m getting hungry. I
hope to get something good to eat!
Too bad this isn’t an air conditioned car. We have the windows open and already
I’m black with soot, I can imagine what we’ll be like when we finally end our trip. I don’t
know when or where I can mail this letter on this trip so I’m going to just keep writing on
and off during the day and mail them whenever I get a chance.
1:30PM. Still someplace in Virginia. Gosh what swell scenery. I wish you were
with me sweetheart. We’re following a winding river among some hills, the Poconos I
guess, if I remember my geography. Or are they in Virginia? Everything looks so green
and fresh, and the water looks cool and inviting with rapids here and there adding a post
card charm with their whiteness. I just finished lunch, it was quite tasty. Some sort of fish
and vegetables and potatoes, soup, bread pudding and a nice glass of milk. I liked the
bread. It was good.
We handed our mail out the window to a station attendant. I guess he was. It was
only a whistle stop to pick up water. I guess Gladstone was the name of the town. He told
us we were at the foot of the Blue Ridge Mountains so I guess I was wrong about the
Poconos.
I wish I could have my camera on this trip. Here I am going coast to coast
through America and no camera. It’s disgusting!
We are now way up in the Blue Ridge someplace. I just threw a letter out the
window when we passed a station to another agent. It’s to my mother. I hope she gets it.
Some system we have huh honey?
This is really a wonderful country. Regular mountains stream and scenery. I’m
going to enjoy this trip. Did I tell you I have guard duty on the train? Yep, were still in
the Navy. We’re still alongside a stream. I bet there’s good fishing in it too. It sure looks
like good water.
We just made a stop at a small town here, just a few miles from West Virginia.
You should have seen some of the dilapidated shacks some of the negroes live in by the
track. I never saw such poor housing conditions. I wouldn’t want a dog to live in such
filthy one room “house”. There so much room for improvement in American living
conditions yet the government can’t seem to cope with the situation here at home, though
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sure making rosy promises to the rest of the world. The south is full of share cropper
privations and the rest of the country could provide plenty of opportunity for a business
boom in necessities for a good many decades to come, though I admit I don’t know the
answer myself.
But it just disgusts me when I think of Roosevelt and his four freedoms for the
rest of the world when the US hasn’t completly mastered them by any means. Remind me
to turn Republican, honeychild.
Speaking of dirt you should see my undershirt. We don’t have to wear jumpers so
its black as coal. I’m just thinking of the wash I have to do in California. Drat it, anyway.
Some guy was selling watermelons to the fellows at $1.75 a head. Highway
robbery I calls it. He sold quite a few though. Someone at the station donated a pint of
wine to a couple of cars up ahead. All we saw was the empty bottle.
We are now in West Virginia and also way up in the Alleghany mountains. It’s a
nice view looking down into the valleys at the small neat farms below. The mountains are
starting to get impressive now and we’re running into quite a few tunnels. Boy, its stuffy
in here now. It feels like we’re inside a chimney.
We have a lot of fun going through small towns and wisecracking with civilians,
more so if we were just an ordinary train. We’ve stopped right alongside a nice wide
mountain stream, frothing with rapids and crossed by an imposing railroad trestle. The
sun is setting between two hills and silhouetting the trestle bridge in a nice picture. Oh if
I only had my camera. I’m missing the chance of a lifetime.
I don’t think I tasted better meals then what’s in the diner. Well it’s just about
time for bed, I guess. The porter is making up the berth now. I’ve chosen upper. I don’t
think it will be as dirty as far as soot is concerned. The scenery we’ve been through is
some of the best I’ve seen. We passed some small West Virginia mining towns population
100 to 150. They looked like model towns, every house being built the same way with
picturesque coal chutes from the top of the mountain leading down to the streams edge
and rope suspension bridges crossing the torrents. The war looked pretty far away. We
just crossed the Ohio River and I’m going to bed, I’ll be with you in writing in the
morning.
Sunday, somewhere in Ohio. This is flat open country. The scenery here isn’t so
hot. Just open fields with few farm houses dotting the land. Reminds me of Jersey, all
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small truck farms. I just looked at a map and guess what, we’ve been traveling north all
night. We were just at the western tip of Lake Erie, a few miles south of Toledo. I don’t
know what the heck were doing way up here, but in the Navy I guess we have to zig-zag
even on land to keep from being torpedoed.
Just finished breakfast and heading west. We are in Indiana and scheduled for a
40 minute stop in Fort Wayne but only stopped for 15 in the freight yards. It’s a lot of fun
stopping at a town and striking up a two minute acquaintance with the townsfolk. We’ve
promised everybody to send back parts of Tokyo for souvenirs.
Not far from Chicago now, plenty of corn in these parts ( I mean corn on the
cob). So far West Virginia had the best scenery. Corn and soy bean seem to be the staple
crop up around here. I wonder what soy beans taste like anyway. I know the Chinese eat
a lot of that stuff. I think most American soy bean crop is used in the manufacture of
paint, oils, and plastics and also for feed, if I remember my high school days. Anyway I
know Henry Ford is mainly responsible for the large interest in growing it. I don’t see
this country could ever be over-populated. There is plenty of land and no people. They
sure have elbow room around here. We’re not far from Lake Michigan, I hope to see it.
I’ve always wondered what the Great Lakes look like. It’ fun writing to you sweet, but I
wish you were here.
We’ve just been informed to get dressed as we’ll soon be in Chicago. I could
stand a shave but I don’t want to risk committing suicide on this train right now. I have a
hard enough time trying to wash my face!
12th St Station, Chicago. We had a half hour of liberty here at Chicago. It’s quite
a large city but nothing compared to New York. Servicemen here even get a deduction on
sodas they buy. The price was 20 cents but we paid 16 (Gosh I’m rich now). We rode
along Lake Michigan, it looked more like an ocean. There’s a heck of a lot of large iron
and steel plants close to the lake. One thing reminiscent of NY here in Chicago was the
double decker buses. They are exactly the same color and design as the ones on Fifth
Ave. when we rode on one. Gee I miss you.
A funny thing happened in Chicago. Fred and I were walking down one of the
busy streets when some dame stops a few feet in front of us, snaps our picture with a
Brownie camera and then walks on with her girlfriend, never saying a word. This must be
a wacky place. A lot of tenements here are veritable fire traps with fire escapes being
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completely made of wood. I don’t see what good they would do. Didn’t see or smell the
stock yards. I’m beginning to feel like a reporter. I could use short hand now! The
Chicago suburbs are pretty nice. Plenty of parks and fine homes. I don’t think even
Queens has finer homes.
It’s nice being in a Navy special train, for at every intersection or along the way
everybody stops and waves or shouts out greeting, especially at the stations. But we
found that people are much more friendlier here in the north than they are down south.
That guy wanting $1.75 for 40 cent melons is typical of the south.
We’re getting into the farm lands again now. Houses are getting fewer and
farther apart and the familiar red barns are springing up. Very picturesque. But there is
sure is an awful lot of corn around here in Illinois. Pleasant farm houses perched in the
middle of squares of tilled land. Nothing run down about this land.
We just completed a 3 minute stop and we sure wake these towns up when we
stop. We feel like conquering heroes on the warpath. Still heading due West, the
Mississippi shouldn’t be far ahead.
The land around here is awfully pretty and fertile. It’s so peaceful looking, cows
and horses grazing on the gentle green slopes, patches of trees an acre or so square, all
the fields sectioned off in varying shades of green and a nice blue sky cushioned with
fluffy clouds topping it all off. Is there really a war going on? Thank God the front lines
aren’t in America. Europe must have been like this once.
We just crossed the Mississippi after traveling through flooded land. It is about
as wide as the Hudson at the GW Bridge and is sure muddy. Bet there’s plenty of catfish
in there.
Monday, Aug 9
Just pulling out of Omaha. The city reminds me of Brooklyn, there very little
differences. I’m glad I’m in the Navy and not in the Army. There was a troop train at the
station and boy were they packed in like sardines. And guess what they had to use for a
diner? Plain freight car with large Army cooking pots installed! And with Army Corps.
KP’s.
We passed through Lincoln, the capital of Nebraska. It wasn’t such a large town.
They had a nice floral display in one of the parks though. We crossed the Platte River but
why they call it a river I don’t know. It consisted mostly of mud banks.
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They sure grow a lot of corn in this country. For the last six or seven hundred
miles that’s all I’ve seen growing. Shux, I ain’t seen no Indians. I’d like to see them
ambush the train. I want excitement. The country is quite flat, visibility being the horizon
about 50 or 60 miles away in any direction.
We just stopped in Fairbury, Nebraska., a pleasant little village. They had a
room at the station packed with magazines and told us to take our pick. I’ve got a half a
dozen Readers Digest and a couple of Look’s and Life. We must have taken at least 8 or 9
hundred magazines. The train is starting to look like a library.
It’s so flat that the horizon looks like the edge of the world. Very lonely. You
could go on and on for a hundred miles or so and still be in sight of where you started.
There’s not much water around here either.
I just finished dinner of pork chops mashed potatoes, dressing, beans, salad,
bread pudding, bread and milk. But the service was terrible. I hope we pick up a new
diner and crew for supper. The meals are regular railroad meals and cost $1-1.25 per
meal. Undoubtly the Navy gets a discount but for the 266 of us it must run well up into
the four figures. Tell everybody to keep buying War Bonds. This is much better then
walking!
Stopped in Phillipsburg Kansas and threw another postcard out the window.
The ground in spots now is getting to be splotches of white sand and were
running into dried gulleys, the country is beginning to take an arid and parched look and
the air is getting drier. Outcrops of rock appear although they are too small to be desert
formations.
Once in a while a little group of houses can be seen, and an occasional church
spire. People must get awfully lonely way off there in those solitary houses like
matchsticks in the middle of a pond. No wonder they have so much patiencs.
There seems to be a storm brewing in the west. Ominous thunderheads are
rearing their ugly countenances over the horizon scowling with their barbed forks of blue
flame at the peaceful plains below, causing the sun to frightendly withdraw into her
secluded alcove of billowing clouds (Don’t mind me dear. It must be the Shakespeare in
me coming out again!)
We stopped in Goodland, Kansas; if the town were much smaller it wouldn’t be
here at all. Some of the women in town were wearing cow girl outfits but what glaring
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colors. They must have been going to a masquerade. They’d scare the cows in those
things. This modern age, they were riding around in an automobile. I wonder what
happened to the horses?
The sunsets here are beautiful. In the west the sun is setting in a fog of deep
orange and higher up, a blaze of silver and gold. In the south against a deepening sky is
a large rainbow while the train is going through a thrashing rain squall. I think this
rainbow is the most beautiful and largest I’ve seen. The purple sky behind it turned a
lovely shade of purple accented now and then by lightning. It’s impossible to describe,
but I wish you were here with me to enjoy it.
Tuesday Aug 10,
Somewhere in the Rockies. I woke up at 5:30 this morning for two reasons. One
was the amount of smoke in the car and the other was the constant straining of our two
locomotives. The smoke was from going through so many tunnels here in the mountains.
And the mountains are gigantic masses of rock and granite thrusting high up in the sky
and dropping deep down into chasms of vertical sides. The streams are crystal clear and
white with their force of headlong descent. I bet they’re cold. In fact we passed an ice
house a while back. Boy sweet, this is sure beautiful country. The elevation here is 8886
feet but we’re still going up. Right now we’re going through Maffat Tunnel. It’s six miles
long. Its like riding in the subway except that the air is full of blue smoke. Up above us is
a huge mountain top so high it has perpetual snow. The Empire State building would be
dwarfed in this place. Boy, it must be awfully cold in the winter up here. Its pretty chilly
right now.
You’ll have to forgive my superfluous use of adjectives honey, but their feeble
compared to the grandeur of the Rockies. This is the best part of the trip, snow capped
mountains, rushing streams, jagged cliffs, it really is something to write home about. The
streams must be alive with trout. A couple on anglers were trying their luck in likely
looking places. What I wouldn’t give for a camera to record some of these scenes.
We just passed the Shpshane dam and power plant, the first dam on the
Colorado. The Colorado, which we are following is really starting to seethe. Going
through the mesa now and cutting our way through gores of solid rock. Some of the faces
of the cliffs are deeply indented with pock marks and caves caused by the erosion effects
of centuries of wind and rain. I can see how the cliff dwellers could find suitable abodes
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in such rocky formations. If we can’t get a suitable house in the city, darling, we could
always move here. Of course you might have to walk a little distance to go shopping but
what’s a few hundred miles when two people are in love?
In Utah now, I’ll have to keep my eye peeled for Mormons. I expect to find men
who must be awfully foolish mortals, imagine anyone taking on five or six wives!
The connecting rod on the engine broke and we are stuck out here in the middle
of nowhere but even without bathing suits we are going swimming in the Colorado. Boy
the water was swell but what a current! A little soap would have been good, but I feel
much cleaner now! I think I’ll keep a little piece of fools gold I found as a good luck
charm. After two hours we got a new engine and are on our way again. Enclosed is a
piece of Sagebrush that Buffalo Bill once slept in. Heading toward Salt Lake City.
Wednesday Aug 11
We have two Union Pacific diners now crossing mostly desolate country. There
are mountains all around the horizon but right here its mostly flat. We had a fifteen
minute stop at Calient, Nevada, a small gambling town. We were allowed only to stand
by the train since the rest of the town was out of bounds. Going west out into the desert
where only cactus grow. The country isn’t flat, but hilly and dry as blazes. You can get
awfully hot but you don’t sweat for the air is so dry. Give me dear old Flatbush Ave.
anytime. I just took a look at the thermometer and it is above 100 degrees.
At 7:30 PM we reached Las Vegas, quite a large town but we were not allowed
off the train. The chief went across the street though and won 18 silver dollars in five
minutes. He’ll probably lose it all in a crap game tonight. We should hit the camp in
California sometime tomorrow so this is our last night on the train and back to navy life.
No more porters making up our beds or having deluxe services at dinner tables. Oh well
it was fun while it lasted but I sure wish I was going east instead of west.
Thursday Aug 12
We passed a few miles from where Carole Lombard’s plane crashed and then
stopped in LA for breakfast. Burbank was all camouflaged with all aircraft, training
centers. We arrived at Camp Rousseau at 2 PM.
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By the end of August and after another train trip to Seattle and a storm tossed
ocean voyage, he arrived in the Aleutians. He finally felt he was starting to contribute to
the war effort as they were there to build defenses against the Japanese. But the war was
still a long way from Japan and everyone knew it would be some time before it would be
over. But the first trip across the country gave him confidence that the U.S. would
prevail. It will take some time and hard work, but he was confident that the war would be
won.
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Three

The Military

He was now overseas, as Alaska was not yet a U.S. state. In the Aleutians he was
totally surrounded by the military as there were no “civilian” towns nearby. How did he
end up here and what drew Bill to the Navy and the Seabees in particular?
His excellent technical education from Brooklyn Tech High School opened the
door to Western Electric and the electrical and machine shop work that they were doing.
Bill worked in a department that did work for the government in the new electric tube
production that would be used in radars. But he also had a great interest in the sea. His
father, a British citizen, sailed in the British merchant marine, was shipwrecked, and
jumped ship in New York to marry a woman and start a family. But more specifically he
loved recreational saltwater fishing in all its forms.
A whole book could be written of this lifelong love, which may have approached
the level of his love for Louise. Early on in one letter Louise writes that she hopes he
doesn’t bring his fishing pole on their honeymoon. His response was that he probably
wouldn’t have time to fish, but didn’t entirely rule it out. Wherever he went one eye was,
and to this day still is, looking for that spot to throw a line in. The jut of land, a
breakwater, tidal pool, even a stream or lake, presented an invite to go fishing. Fishing
was not just about catching fish but the full lifestyle of braving the elements, enjoying the
outdoors, and appreciating nature.
He introduced Louise to fishing and included her in his local fishing expeditions
before the war. Since Louise loved the beach and swimming it was not hard to get her to
appreciate the joys of fishing. Since they would be lifelong partners, fishing was an
integral part of their relationship.
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In her letters Louise enclosed many fishing reports from the daily newspaper on
the local fishing in Jamaica Bay and on Long Island. While on watch duty or just
standing idly by waiting for chow, Bill would wonder how the fluke or flounder were
running and dreamed of the day he could again cast his lure from the Breezy Point jetty.
He thought of how he and his friends would drive out to Montauk and try to catch the
very elusive striped bass. Fred, whom he met in boot camp and had a house in Breezy
Point in Queens, and him would often exchanged stories about fishing off the Breezy
Point jetty. It turned out that Bill used to buy fiddler crabs used for bait from Fred when
he fished there.
Back home, as Bill learned from the articles Louise sent him, the Coast Guard
had many restrictions on recreational fishing boats, which had a very big impact on the
party fishing boats from Sheepshead Bay and elsewhere along the coast. There were
disputes as to gas rationing for boat fuel and whether recreational fishing boats could be
exempted from these limits. After all, they were not only in business to serve their
fisherman customers but also they enabled these men to put food on the table with what
they had caught.
When the call to serve the country was heard, the choice was for the Navy. Given
his background and experience, the Seabees, the Navy’s Construction Battalion, was the
obvious choice. Of course, at first the Navy rejected him when he volunteered but then
drafted him a short time later.
Bill never intended to glorify the war or his place in it. But he never dismissed it
or minimized its importance. It was his duty to serve and he would not shy away from it.
He felt the best way he could serve was to do the best he was capable of doing. Being
trained in electrical engineering and having worked in a machine shop would be
invaluable to a modern Navy. The Construction Battalions were the literal earth movers
of the war; the ones who made it possible for the Army to land, the Navy to sail forward,
and the Air Force to fly to enemy territory. It was with this sense of purpose, knowledge
and experience that he looked forward to his time in the Navy. The Navy’s response,
after a month in boot camp, was to place him in ship’s company in Virginia.
In that position, ship’s company, he basically supported other Naval units by
providing food and services - in other words, galley work. But since he was on land:
kitchen work. Of course this did not sit well with Bill and he questioned the wisdom of
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the Navy brass. His requests for transfers while back in Virginia were denied and so he
made the best of the situation.
And the situation there was not all that bad. Adequate housing, three meals a day,
good clothing, the basics of life were provided. The entertainment available consisted of
books to read, radio’s to listen to, movies to watch almost every night and occasional
USO shows. Compared to growing up during the depression, this navy life was not bad.
Bill actually thought it better than not bad. The food was not terrible and the clothing was
much better than what he could ever afford growing up.
Bill was eight years old when the depression hit his family. It was hard times for
a British father with an American wife and three kids: two boys, William and Charles, a
middle daughter, Isabelle, lived in an apartment building near the intersection of
Nostrand Avenue and Flatbush Avenue, known as the Junction in Brooklyn, NY. At
home, with little income and a mother with a “nervous” condition, times were not easy.
When Bill entered the Navy, his father was taking care of his mother on a daily
basis. She was not well physically, burned in a house fire, injured from a fall in front of a
subway train and suffered mentally. Bill recalled his father working for pennies shoveling
snow to provide the family with something to eat. He lost fingers due to frostbite but Bill
learned that the only way out was to better yourself and to rely on what you can
accomplish yourself. Complaints only landed on deaf ears; and so whatever opportunities
were there, he was going to make the best of them.
The opportunities at present were Navy correspondence courses that were offered
for free. And so while in the frozen land in the Aleutians and continuing to the end of the
war, he started correspondence courses in electrical engineering, math, and drafting. All
these were taken as he thought that they would be useful after the war. There was no
thinking about a naval career, although he was offered opportunities including possible
paths to officer. He saw enough of the Navy and how it operated to know that it was not
the life for him. Serving your country in time of need, he believed, was admirable but the
U.S. should not become the policeman of the world and in the future should not need the
forces it now commands.
The letters mailed from inside the U.S. were not censured; and so in these Bill
could comment on the way some Naval officers acted belligerently. In one case, they had
waiters on the civilian train fired for a rather petty thing. This was a situation where
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respect for the officers was lost. It only reinforced his wish that the war was over and he
didn’t have to abide by these authoritarian figures and procedures.
He believed that if the U.S. could provide their soldiers with what seemed like
the best food and clothing in the world, there would be no way they could lose the war.
The appreciation of good food, perhaps not fancy or haute cuisine, would stay with him
for the rest of his life. Good food was something that had to be served every day and
would be the last thing compromised if things got difficult.
In fact this gave him confidence that the war would surely be won. The military
gave no evidence of a “rag tag” operation, even though it seemed at times that the
organization left a lot to be desired.
Louise never liked the idea of war. An idiotic endeavor but never said this one
should not be fought. Talk of drafting women made her sick. But her patriotism
manifested itself in her and her family’s membership in the local American Legion, and
there she saw the Vets of the Great War, including her father. She acknowledged that
their life would have to wait until after the war, but the letters would keep her close to the
one she loved.
Besides the men who were off to war, the effects of war were felt by everyone.
Nostrand Avenue, just like all the other streets of the city were dimly lit, if lit at all.
Blackouts and air raid practices were frequent as New York City was considered a target
of the German U-boats patrolling just off the East Coast. Rationing and outright shortages
were the norm; pleas to buy war bonds were everywhere as everyone was to do their
patriotic duty. Working 6 days a week without overtime was required four times a year
although there was some feeling some people were taking advantage of the situation for
their own benefit. They knew it was worse in Europe and feared it could spread to the
homeland. But after the war, which will certainly come at some point, their lives would
be a hundred fold better.
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Four

The Aleutians

Williwaws, and isolation; that was the Aleutians. The snow and wind storms that
came down from the mountains and threatened to blow everything off the earth greeted
Bill in Alaska. It was July 1943 and he was on Island X, later revealed as Adak. The 32nd
Construction Battalion, to which Bill was assigned, was constructing an air base for the
Air Force for the purpose of defending the U.S., as well as a base to send bombers to
Japan. The Japanese took over the Aleutians after Pearl Harbor but were being driven out
of the islands one by one. As soon as they were driven out, the CB’s came in to build the
bases and camps. Bill finally got out of ship’s company and started, literally, doing
constructive work. Driving trucks in blinding snow storms, hauling material and fuel,
building shelters were all part of his job; but he did finally end up in a machine shop.
As cold as it was outside there were streams and bays nearby to explore. Of
course, Bill checked out the fishing possibilities as salmon would be great to catch. He
put together some fishing gear and tried his luck. He thought he would have more luck
throwing rocks at them than with fishing gear. They were swimming by and the bears
seemed to have no trouble getting their catch. And the bears don’t even use rocks.
Since boot camp Bill met men and boys from all over the country. Of course he
became known as “Brooklyn” to many as most knew of that infamous city. He never
shied away from defending his hometown and would have many discussions or
arguments concerning the great city as opposed to lesser known locales. But as others
went off on liberty or gathered in cards groups or drinking groups, Bill sought the
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solitude of books when not writing the letters. Not that he was antisocial; as he did like to
have fun with the other sailors.
The fellows donated a song sheet to me today. They said knowing the words
might help even if I don’t know the tune. Their favorite request is for “Far, far
away” but I just ignore them. Heck, I’m the nearest person to my voice so what
the heck are they complaining about. Anyway they want me to lead the parade
through Tokyo. They say they want the Japs to suffer.
While working construction he met Johnny Ostopowiz, a strong former
ironworker and a big tuff and gruff guy but a strong family man with a wife and kid back
home. For this Bill admired him as someone who cared deeply about family and was
devoted to them even though they are thousands of miles apart. It happened that he was
also from Brooklyn, and so they had a lot in common including going to Mass.
Bill was raised a Roman Catholic despite the fact that his father was not a
Catholic. His mother was. He received the usual Catholic sacraments and had religious
instructions from the Catholic nuns. But as with most teenagers and young adults, he
didn’t have an overwhelming sense of religious commitment. Sunday Mass was not an
overwhelming priority for either Bill or Louise or their families. But ever since Bill
proposed to Louise at midnight Mass before he joined the navy, Mass and religion
seemed to play an increasingly important part of their lives.
Mass and communion were not only offered on Sundays but, when possible,
daily. Bill took advantage of this and confessed that growing up he was too lazy to attend
Sunday Mass. But now it seemed appropriate to get more involved. Reading The Robe
which was a top selling book at the time, listening to the chaplains, participating in
building the chapels, and singing in the chorus solidified his feelings toward the church.
The basic teachings of the church were embraced on a personal level more than the
routine following of rules, although he was proud of his membership in the Immaculate
Conception Society and wore their medal consistently. The Holy Family was the ideal
family model. Louise, likewise, felt the pull to attend church more often. Weekly novenas
were being offered at her parish church and she tried to attend as often as she could. She
would often attend with Bill’s sister Isabel sitting next to her.
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It was September 1943, almost a year since they were engaged, there was a
constant blizzard blowing and Bill was far from home. Before he went into the Navy,
they vowed not to get married until after the war. Bill began to think about the short leave
he would have after serving in the Aleutians and how the war would still not be over. The
general talk was that it would not end until late 1945 at the earliest despite the fact that
Italy just surrendered and would join the Allies in the war in Europe. It could go another
two or three years especially in the Pacific. He would hate to leave home again without
being married. Friends and relatives were getting married back home and there were
married sailors the same age as Bill in the Navy. As they saw life unfolding around them
the reasons they gave to wait didn’t seem that important anymore. They wanted to join
the parade.
There was no long agonizing decision to change their vow. They were going to
get married the next time he was home, even if it was for a very short stay. Once the
decision was made plans for the wedding started. Bill counted on being eligible for
extended leave after a year away. They made plans to wed in the late spring of the next
year.
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Five

The Hope Chest

It was the custom that upon your engagement to be married, you started a Hope
Chest. Engaged for three months before entering the Navy, Bill and Louise’s hope chest
was just beginning to be filled. Into it went the sundries of everyday life to be used after
the marriage: bed sheets, blankets, pillow cases, and items of everyday use. There were
no large or expensive items, which in any case were not easily obtainable in time of war.
But what really goes in there is hope. And Bill and Louise had plenty of that. They hoped
the war would end tomorrow but knew it could be two or more years before it was really
over. When Bill first joined the Navy they agreed that they would wait until the war was
over before getting married. That was changed while he was in the Aleutians. Not that
they weren’t committed enough at first, but there was too much uncertainty then; and
they felt that it was best to wait. The hope was to have a large warm Italian wedding after
the war rather than a quick rushed one during it. Their hope now was that they still could
have a warm wedding even in the middle of a war.
Into the hope chest went the many gifts they received from family and friends.
Besides blankets and towels, night wear and fancy wear to be used when they had their
own home made its way into the chest. Looking ahead to after the war, they thought that
an apartment in Brooklyn would be the first step in their lives. Living in Queens was also
a possibility as there was more space there to raise a family rather than the crowded
streets of Brooklyn. A blue bedroom, a red kitchen or should it be black and white? They
debated the color schemes in their nightly letters. In any case Bill would work and Louise
would keep up the homestead. No outside work other than raising a family as Bill will be
the only boss she will report to.
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On weekends there will, of course, be fishing and nights of togetherness. Maybe
some friends or family will visit, but they will have their own lives. But most of all there
will be love. Louise wrote, I want them to know it makes you peaceful and happy and
makes you forget such things as hate, jealousy, bitterness and so on. I want them to know
what love is Bill, like I know it.
The circumstances of their engagement had a strange twist. The summer before
Bill went into the Navy, he proposed to Louise. She wanted to accept but wanted her
family’s blessing. This was not forthcoming for some time; but at Midnight Mass on
Christmas Eve, a ring was slipped on her finger and she was officially engaged. In one of
the first letters she wrote to Bill, she explained that she wanted Bill to really be part of
her family and not to have any hard feelings between her parents and them from the start.
Bill accepted this but he made it clear that they will have their own lives together. He
admires her family and proclaims that he will have the best mother-in-law in the world
but they will never interfere with their lives.
But the decision to marry during the war had to be explained to Louise’s father.
He assumed Louise had convinced Bill they should not wait. Bill wrote to his future
father-in-law and made it clear that this was not the case and that they intended to
proceed as they planned together and get married the next time he was home. To Bill this
was an instance that family opinions were getting too closely involved with his life with
Louise.
The humble upbringing and the lessons learned while fishing persuaded Bill to
rely on his own wits to protect the things he loved the most. The separation they were
both experiencing certainly cemented this relationship. It was Bill who took the lead in
this. Louise was his alone to care for.
When they decided to get married before the end of the war, Bill requested that a
joint bank account be set up so that money for the wedding and thereafter can be shared.
Louise was not certain that this would be a good idea. At least as long as they were not
married. It wasn’t because she didn’t trust Bill with a joint account but, she felt that their
families would disapprove. This didn’t sit well and again he reminded her that they alone
would decide what was good for them and not family and friends. He loved both his
parents and future in-laws, and wanted to be a son to them, but again made it clear that
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they would not interfere with their own affairs. He did, however, agree not to force the
issue until he came home and they were married.
Bill’s aversion not to have family interferences in his life manifested itself in
other ways. When Louise, Isabel and his grandmother wrote about his younger brother
Charlie and the girls he was dating or the jobs he had, Bill did not volunteer to step in and
advise him. Although there was nothing seriously amiss, he did not want to get involved
any more than he would want others involved in his affairs. Experience, he thought, was
a great teacher. He wrote at one time that there seemed to be battles in the house of
Woodroffe that he did not want to be involved in. Almost like a ship of state avoiding
foreign entanglements.
Bill’s protectionism of his future wife was written about in many exchanges
concerning Louise’s work at Macy’s. He had little regard for Miss Sher, Louise’s
immediate boss, or anyone else much in authority there. This would be a temporary job
only as no wife of his would work, or need to work. He definitely felt Louise was being
taken advantage of at work and suggested many times to ask for a raise or walk out.
Louise never really considered a career unless she was not married. If she did
have a career it might be as a nurse. Although she saw many women in the work force,
especially during war, it didn’t seem right that they would spend their lives that way. But
she took her job seriously and enjoyed working with others. But she was not overly
concerned with moving up the corporate ladder but saw the inequalities of the work
place. It was difficult even getting a job due to her Italian heritage, the U.S. was at war
with Italy, but once hired she was put into positions of responsibility. Her stubborn streak
showed when she decided to stay at Macy’s, and even turned down a small promotion, so
she could stay in her same position and “outlast” her boss Miss Sher. She knew she
would not have a career at Macy’s, and at the end of the day, it was not worth getting too
upset about.
Another new tradition that was popular was that of a wedding portfolio of
pictures. This was in addition to professional studio pictures that would have to be taken.
Plans had to be made for this portfolio, and of course it would not be free. Since they
wanted a big warm party for their wedding celebration they needed a hall or place to have
it. Many wedding receptions at the time were small house or apartment affairs. But how
to do that in the middle of a war and with a very limited budget? They estimate that the
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wedding will cost about $500. Although the typical wedding gift was around $5.00, they
could not count on this to pay for the wedding. They will have to start saving as much as
they could. Louise was making $23.75 per week at Macy’s and intended to save as much
as possible. Bill thought about borrowing some money from his grandmother as that side
of the family were better off than his own. He decided against it as it would entangle him
and his wife in affairs he did not want to be involved in. He would send home as much
money as he could as he didn’t need to spend much in the middle of nowhere. His only
expenses were toiletries and cigarettes. He even gave up the cigarettes for a time to save
some money.
Hoping and believing a bright future was ahead, why not use a fortune teller to
verify this? Louise was sensible enough not to take them seriously but inquisitive enough
to listen to them. After all, a fortune teller predicted that her neighbor would have an
accident and it seemed very serious. Sure enough, soon after the prediction Louise’s
upstairs neighbors, who apparently kept the entire apartment building amused with their
antics, fulfilled a fortune teller’s prediction. While painting on the apartment roof the
husband stepped into a bucket of paint and took a tumble, almost falling off the roof.
Everyone was concerned, but soon it was just another apartment story to remember… and
one that was predicted! Other methods of predicting the future were also popular at this
time including Ouija boards, a game that Louise, her sister Irene and her future sister-inlaw Isabel played. It foretold that Louise was going to have two boys and a girl. That
turned out to be true!
But their hopes and plans for a marriage and family were taken much more
seriously. A small apartment was envisioned, maybe even a small cottage. In ten years
they will own their own house. The future was bright if only the war would end soon and
life would return to normal. Wherever they settle, they would never be away from each
other and will watch their children and grandchildren grow. Vacations and traveling to
see the country was seen as they got older. A boat, why not? A cabin cruiser would be
nice, something to take the family out for a day of fishing.
Bill envisioned a job in a machine shop, maybe a tool maker, anything but a
pencil pusher behind a desk. He wrote that aeronautics is a growing field although marine
diving sounded interesting. His experiences driving Jeeps on the rough roads in the
Aleutians convinced him that they wouldn’t be bad vehicles back home, especially for
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beach fishing. And the size of the family? Bill’s idea of a dozen kids was not serious but
nothing was out of the realm of possibilities.
The wedding plans had to be made quickly as Bill would only be home for less
than a month after being in the Aleutians. In fact, it was only at the end of April 1944 that
they knew when he would be home. The Germans were marching into Hungary and the
war went on, but Bill sailed into San Francisco harbor on May 11 and sent a telegram that
he was boarding a train home. The wedding was going to be in less than two weeks. By
then the hope chest was full and their future was one step closer to being fulfilled.
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Six

Back to Work

The wedding was a great success. Of course, no letters were written during this
time but I could imagine the rush they were in. Louise made plans with the church and
saw the priest. Arrangements were made to hire the hall for the reception. Bridesmaids
and ushers were selected and notified. Some were still overseas and could not be
included. On May 21, 1944, Bill and Louise were married at Our Lady Help of Christians
in Brooklyn and enjoyed a great day and exciting reception party with family and friends.
The reception was in the American Legion Hall where they provided food and drink for
all. And of course there was a live band for dancing which they both enjoyed. They
usually ended up being complemented as the best dancers at the party. Many years later,
those who attended the wedding of Bill and Louise still recall the great party that it was.
The friends and family that were able to go to the wedding were lucky. Many of
their friends, at least the men, were still overseas. Some, like Louise’s cousin Jimmy were
in Europe and others like Tritt, who introduced Bill to Louise, were in the Pacific. Of
course some were injured and some never returned. There was not much discussion in the
letters about this, not because they weren’t concerned, but they did not want to dwell on
the news that they saw everyday in the papers or heard on the radio. They were grateful
for the fortunes they had.
After the wedding they even managed to take a short honeymoon in the Poconos
before Bill headed back across the country to California and an uncertain destination. He
went back knowing that he now had a wife that would be there when he returned. It made
them both more anxious than ever to see an end to the war.
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Bill again crossed the country by train but his letters were not as descriptive as
the first crossing, probably because he was more concerned about leaving Louise, now
his new bride, rather than providing a travel log. That Louise had to go to work for the
last week he was home again convinced him that work for his wife was not an option.
Bill arrived in Camp Parks, California, in June 1944 as the Allies landed in
Normandy in their march east toward Germany and as the Battle of the Philippine Sea
took place on the other side of the world. He was placed in Base Maintenance Unit 610
awaiting orders. He was glad to see his friends Fred and Eddie and a few others there.
Normally they would be there only a short time but, being the Navy, orders were
constantly revised and there was no certainty when they would go overseas. As men were
being shuffled in and out, he worked in the galley and then the rigging locker making
towing hawsers for ships. Again he thought that his time could be better spent in the war
effort.
Having a wedding ring on his finger gave him another reason not to go out on
liberty to town and party. Besides occupying his free time writing letters to Louise he
helped other sailors to write home. Since he was in the base maintenance department he
worked mostly 8 to 5 and wondered if he was ever going to go overseas and really help
the war effort along. But he wrote that everyone involved, even the women back home
were doing their part. It takes a lot of coordination, and support to field an army of
soldiers, sailors and marines around the globe and only part of them are on the front lines.
He was there to do his part and he would do it to the best of his ability.
He continued to take correspondence courses, submit transfer requests for the
machine shop and expected advancement to a higher rating. The higher rating was
desired, not for the status but as a means to have a little more income to send home. The
wedding was paid for but now every penny was for their future. Each payday, which was
monthly, Bill would send home a money order to be placed in the bank. It was for their
future home. He applied and got the extra compensation for being married with the
money going directly home to Louise.
Louise, still working at Macy’s, also had time after work or on the weekends to
go out to the movies. But even if she went out, it was with her family or Bill’s sister or
brother. If she went out with a mutual friend like Lee, Bill would be very upset and so she
too curtailed this type of activity. The fact that she still worked at all still upset him. God
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created a woman as something finer than to hold an outside job. God created women to
be revered and not ordered around as just a worker.
Since he had almost a steady job at a Navy base, it allowed him to go on liberty
every night. Not wanting to go out, he did do some sightseeing in San Francisco. Of
course, he went to fisherman’s wharf which reminded him of Sheepshead Bay in
Brooklyn and how he missed his fishing. He didn’t get a chance to do any fishing there
but noticed all the help wanted signs in the windows. Since many of the men were in the
service, there was a real labor shortage. The Navy had no objection if you had an outside
job on your time off as long as you were back on base when you were supposed to be.
Despite being in the Navy he had some trouble initially as he needed his social security
card to get a job. He eventually got it, and he worked a few shifts as a longshoreman
loading ships in the harbor at night. The extra money was sent home.
Since their orders to go overseas were not forthcoming, some of the sailors wives
made the 5 day trip to California to visit their husbands. But Bill would not think of
having Louise sit on a train traveling across the country. He was satisfied with writing
letters but tried to telephone home; but it took hours just to get connected.
Bill’s mother at this time was not well. At one point she was taken to a hospital
in Staten Island where he was told that she might be there for a long time. Father must be
taking it hard but you would never know from his cheery attitude he wrote.
Bill’s father had been keeping up the home and taking care of his mother for a
number of years. He writes that he has been the best husband any wife ever had and
clearly respected and admired his dedication to his wife. Louise made the trip to Staten
Island to see his mother and wrote about her beautiful blue eyes. But after a twenty
minute visit she asked them to leave. She was tired and wanted to rest. On July 26, 1944,
she went to sleep and never woke up. Bill flew home on an emergency leave to attend the
funeral and was home for about 2 weeks.
After the funeral he took the train back to California and was surprised to see the
free food provided to the service men at each stop. The train ride was long but he made it
back to California for the wait to be shipped out. While he was away, his friend Fred was
shipped out; but Eddie was still there. He knew eventually he, too, would be heading
overseas. He was again assigned to the rigging shop during the day and got a job in a
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Hunts Brothers cannery for $0.85/hour at night. The extra money was sent home to
Louise as he had done before.
Hunts Brothers canned vegetables in a plant not far from Camp Parks. Bill would
hitch-hike the hour or so to the plant and work from evening until early morning. He then
headed back to the base for a few hours sleep and then work in the rigging shop all day.
Eventually it was reversed, and he worked at Hunt during the day and at camp at night.
He therefore spent almost all his time occupied, and Louise was concerned that he was
doing too much. Bill responded that he could never do too much for her.
At Hunts Brothers Bill learned the secret of the red cherries. His retelling of this
secret became a family tradition whenever Marachino cherries were served or became the
topic of conversation (the natural red cherries were bleached in chemicals to turn them
white, only then to be artificially colored red). He worked with many Mexican
immigrants whom he found to be hard workers and like him, close family men. He tried
to learn some Spanish, and Louise even sent him a book about Mexico. He didn’t
understand what anyone had against these hard working people. Some Christian’s, he
wrote, should practice more of their Christianity toward these people and stop being
hypocrites.
He liked the California countryside and the fine weather. He thought that after
the war, California would boom. With the great weather, large farms and new industries,
there would be no reason why the state would not prosper. Maybe it would be a good
place to settle, but for now he wished he were back in Brooklyn. While commuting by car
(hitch-hiking) he dreamed of taking his future family on car trips to Long Island and
upstate New York, always, of course, with fishing gear in the trunk. He believed that in
10 or 15 years after the end of the war, they would own their own home, estimated the
cost to be about $5,000.00. Since I was in knee pants every nickel I ever had I earned, he
would write, and so he planned to support his family by his own wherewithal.
Louise really started to feel the loneliness now that Bill was back in California.
Many friends were away in the service. Her cousin Jimmy was still in France; word of
soldiers who were friends or sons or brothers killed in action arrived, and the thought that
Bill would soon be headed oversees made her more anxious than ever. The news from
Europe was terrible as the Allies were now on the mainland and she thought it would take
a lifetime to straighten out. Bill wrote that most war stories are an exaggeration and that
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99% of the time it is boring. But the important thing is their life together, and that should
be their main concern. She remained steadfast and wrote I do know why you’re away
from me now. It’s really all for the little people like us. You want me to keep the home fire
burning and our dreams close to us. In that, my darling, I won’t fail you.
And a family was on their way. By August, Louise wrote that she was not feeling
well in the mornings. Her “visitor” was late and she believed she may be pregnant. The
news of a family was greeted with great joy. I wonder if Billy will ever know how much
his father loved his mother? Their family was forming even if Bill would not be there
right away. More than ever he felt a commitment to Louise and now a son! He would
have all the advantages that they could give him. Of course, there was a possibility the
baby could be a girl; in that case how about a name like Judy? But most definitely it will
be William the 3rd, or more commonly, Billy. Bill hoped he would be a good fisherman.
More importantly he hoped he would be home for the birth.
While a hurricane passed through New York in September, Louise was hesitant
to see the doctor. Neighbors gave advice and told her the costs of giving birth. Being a
sailor’s wife, she could go to a Naval hospital for free or a private hospital and get better
care for maybe $85.00. At this time there was no such thing as medical insurance, and all
doctor visits were paid out of your own pocket. But doctors were much more
approachable and, of course, made house calls. When Louise’s father woke up on a
Christmas morning with Bells Palsy, the doctor came and examined him at home. A few
days rest was ordered and he would be fine. The family then went to relatives for
Christmas dinner. There was no thought of going to an emergency room and waiting all
day.
But Louise never felt comfortable seeing a doctor and put off visiting one as long
as possible. She admitted, even when she was in school, that she got tongue tied easily
when questioned; so she tries to tough it out when she gets sick. Eventually she did see
the family doctor, Dr. O’Connor, who confirmed her pregnancy and put her on orange
juice, two glasses of milk, vitamins and nerve pills each day. The big nerve pills were
hard to swallow, and Louise wrote that she got sick just looking at them. One of the good
things about working for Macy’s is that they actually had a medical department with
nurses. If you did not come to work because you were sick, a nurse would come by to see
how you were doing. Louise had a few visits from them.
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The orders to ship out to the Pacific were at hand. Those going would get a short
leave before departing. Bill and his shipmate Eddie made the last cross country trip back
to New York in October before boarding a ship heading west across the Pacific. Stopping
in Chicago they made a voice recording in a booth at the train station. Now Louise and
the baby would be able to hear his recorded voice when he was overseas.
On the return crossing to California Bill saw young babies on the train which
only reminded him of his future son. He would never let Louise on a train with a young
son like that but wondered what type of person his son would be and what type of
country he would grow up in. America will be different when he grows up, he wrote,
although he was not certain Roosevelt’s America would be the best. Free enterprise had a
lot going for it and the government operations he saw in the Navy, left a lot to be desired.
The fear of communism was also in the air, even though countries like Russia were on
our side. It was going to be a new world.
Having stayed an extra day in Brooklyn to see Dr. O’Connor Bill arrived in
California a day late. He was afraid that a captain’s mast (disciplinary hearing) would end
his ability to work outside the camp. But things were happening too quickly as plans were
made to start to move his unit overseas to the Pacific Islands; no punishment was ever
given. Their friend Tritt was in the South Pacific, and his mother was always telling
Louise how difficult he had it. But Bill wrote that he would be in a construction and
maintenance unit, even noting the recreational equipment being sent over with them so
there was no need to worry. He was destined to the Admiralty Islands half a world away.
They both knew that the time he spent in Brooklyn in October would be the last
time they would see each other until the war was over. It may be a year, it may be longer,
but the end seemed inevitable. It would only be a matter of time and with God’s help they
will be together again.
Gee, hon, It’s going to be so like being in heaven when you’re in my arms
again. I miss you an awful lot, honey, and you know how much. You’re so
wonderful darling, in everything. No man ever had a more lovelier or sweeter
mate, and I’m so happy and thankful that you’re mine. You’ve made all my
deepest dreams and fondest wishes come true and I love you so much for all
that you are to me. Before I drop off to sleep every night I lie awake and think
of all the wonderful moments we’ve spent together and though it does make me
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lonesome more than I could ever say I can go to sleep happy in the thought that
someday I’ll be dropping off to sleep with you in my arms. Having you every
day and night of my life is something that I cherish above all things and I thank
God for the wonderful thing that marriage is, and all it means to us and all the
joy and happiness it brings to you and I.
With all the love, kisses and devotion
Your husband, Bill
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Seven

Manus Island

The only time Bill saw rain in California was the time he was on Treasure Island
waiting to ship out to the Pacific. Oddly enough it was also raining in New York at the
same time, but Louise didn’t have to travel to Manhattan in the rain. It was October 1944
and they decided that she would not go back to Macy’s now that a baby was on the way.
She was having aches and pains although she did miss going into the city to see her
friends at work. The due date was April 17th so she had some months to go before Billy,
or Louise if it was a girl, would be born. And babies, she was informed, were born on a
full moon so she had to find out what day that was and be prepared.
Since she was now home all day her daily letters were longer and accounted for
more detail of the day’s activity. She wrote as Bill did, during the day at various times.
She was still living with her mother, father and sister as it made no sense, even if she
could afford it, to move into an apartment by herself. In a few months the baby would be
born, and her family will be able to help her without worrying about maintaining an
apartment by herself.
Daily apartment cleaning, washing floors, cleaning drapes, running to the
Junction to window shop, and seeing relatives filled her day. The radio was filled with
broadcasts of radio dramas of other people’s lives, but they held no interest for her. News
came by newspapers, usually the Journal American, and by radio. The movies she saw
usually had newsreels and some movies that were clearly a propaganda message to buy
war bonds or other uplifting themes. The upstairs neighbor, Ellen Court, was always
available to talk to and her young son always gave her ideas of how to raise her own
children. Not, however, like Ellen’s, as she seemed much too lenient and spoiled the

44

youngster. Spanking was not unheard of and would be an acceptable practice in their
household. Spanking, in fact, was always mentioned, in jest, for many transgressions
among adults.
Who was in the neighborhood, who was visiting from overseas, including
cousins from Italy, and the detailed accounts of friends relationships were all spelled out
in the letters. Her cousin Jimmy was home on leave and got married but only had a small
party in their apartment, unlike her own wedding, and after that, went off for a short
honeymoon. Without her working, money would be tight. But with the extra money
orders Bill sent home including the money he made at Hunts they would be saving
enough for the baby and for their future house.
On October 21, 1944, Bill boarded the converted ocean liner, President Adams,
and sailed under the Golden Gate Bridge heading west to Island X. One of the last things
he sent before sailing was a telegram to Louise to remind her to take her pills. He knew
she was reluctant to take the large pills but he insisted, even if it meant he had to go all
the way back home to give them to her himself. He continued to write daily letters even
though he knew they could not be sent until he reached his destination. He held on to
them to be mailed once he reached shore. That could be about three weeks. Of course, it
would be almost a month before any of Louise’s letters reached him on Island X.
The Philippines Campaign was well underway to retake the Pacific Islands the
Japanese occupied. It was the grueling march by the Allies leading to a landing in Japan
that was envisioned to end the war. It became evident that the Japanese would not
surrender easily. To reclaim each island was a major battle; although by October 1944,
the Japanese Navy was mostly defeated. Everyone knew it was going to be a long trek to
Tokyo. It was also a massive job that required military bases in the Pacific Islands to
support the advancement. That is where Bill was headed, although the exact location was
secret.
Life on board the transport ship for the three week’s journey was kind of boring.
All that was required was to eat and sleep and stare out on the horizon. No storms were
crossed; only an endless ocean vista for three weeks. As they headed west and south, it
was getting warmer. Traditionally, the day of crossing the equator is a day of celebration
and merriment. Poly Wogs, those who had never crossed the equator before, become
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Shell Backs with all the pomp and circumstance King Neptune and a ship load of sailors
can muster out in the middle of the ocean. All in all it was fun, even for the officers, as it
broke up the monotony of the crossing. Sailors and officers ran a gauntlet of obstacles
and tests, dressed in outlandish attire, if any; and all those who survived, which was
everyone, were baptized with water and received an official certificate testifying to their
successful promotion to Shell Backs.
Back home President Roosevelt was reelected for an unprecedented fourth term
despite Louise’s vote for Dewey. Bill writes, I hope he doesn’t make a mess of the next 4
years.
The President Adams entered Seeadler Harbor in Manus Island on November 11,
1944, just hours after a large munitions ship, the Mount Hood, exploded for unknown
reasons in the harbor. Since this was big news even in New York, it became evident to
Louise where Bill was.
Ashore, the CB’s started to build a city on the lush tropical island that was
occupied only a few months before by the Japanese. Tents on the beach were put up
immediately while work started on more permanent quarters. His friend Eddy O’Brien
was with him and some of the other sailors from the Aleutians.
But as in all the camps he was in, Bill steered away from the card playing,
drinking crowd but was social enough to get into heated discussions on topics from city
life to philosophy. During the day he unloaded the supply ships that brought all the
material to the island for construction and at night wrote to Louise under the stars of the
Pacific. The island was everything one imagines of a deserted Pacific Island: Warm
temperatures, crystal clear water, lush tropical forests, bamboo huts and scantily clad
natives. All were vividly described including swimming in the warm waters on sandy
beaches. A far cry from the cold dark waters of Riis Park back home. He wrote that he
may have a hard time adjusting to that when he got back. Of course being on a tropical
island, Bill thought of the fishing he could do, much more than he could in the frozen
Arctic.
His first fishing efforts were no more successful than the ones in the Aleutians,
but he figured he would have plenty of time to figure out the best fishing methods. It
looked like they would be on the island for some time. On some Sundays when there was
time, the sailors could go by launch to small sandy islands to swim and do some beach
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combing for shells. Since the island was home to many military units, there were nightly
outdoor movies, even in the frequent rains and many live shows featuring bands and
entertainment from the different units. Huts with doors and showers were built, and
construction on a permanent chapel was begun. Despite the seemingly pleasant
surroundings, it was still a lonely place without the one you loved.
The CB’s were there to work, and work they did to make a major base for the
American, British and Australian forces. He thought that his efforts were now going to
promote the end of the war and hasten his return home. He had a ring side seat to the
invasion of the Philippines but would not write about it as he did not want Louise to think
he was in any danger. He knew what was going on and thankful for where he was and for
his part in the war effort.
Not that he was satisfied just unloading trucks. He would love to get into a
machine shop and get a rating as such. But this being the Navy, he could never figure out
their methods. One of the problems was that he and his unit were never really assigned to
a unit but always seemed to be a replacement. As such, he did a variety of jobs and was
not pushed up the ladder in any particular field. Bill wrote that this was the Navy’s
shortcoming and loss. After a short time on the island, however he was assigned to the
drafting department. He would stay in that department, drafting plans for the electric and
telephone lines, buildings and drawing maps of the island for the construction crews and
engineers for most of his time on the island. He was the only enlisted man drawing maps.
Some of the maps were so well done, they were sent to Washington as part of the official
record of the island. It was not a machine shop; but working with only a few others and
the officers, it was better than peeling potatoes.
Thanksgiving came and went, the second one since he was in the Navy. The days
kept rolling by and working seven days a week a routine was established: wake, go to
Mass, eat, work, eat, write. If the daily routine seemed endless the future was inevitable;
and to Bill it was bright. The war will end successfully for the Americans, and there will
be plenty of work that needs to be done after the war. There will be plenty of
opportunities for people willing to work.
By December of 1944, they completed a large new chapel. Three thousand men
attended the two and half hour midnight Mass on Christmas Eve in the new chapel.
Although Bill didn’t sing in the choir that night, he was part of the choir for most of the
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time there was one. He enjoyed talking to the chaplains that rotated through the base and
joined in Bible reading groups. Christmas dinner in the Pacific was lavish by Navy
standards as everyone had the day off.
In Brooklyn, Louise had a busy December. Christmas shopping, even in the
middle of a war, had to be done: an umbrella for Bill’s sister, a pipe rack for his brother, a
bottle of brandy, an alarm clock for other family members. Christmas cards had to be
bought, signed and sent. The apartment had to be cleaned, a tree bought, decorations put
up and a visit to Macy’s to see the old co-workers had to made. The Christmas tree was
up and trimmed by December 23rd. The traditional fish Christmas Eve was planned
despite the high cost: $0.85 per pound for lobsters.
Louise tried to go to midnight Mass at St. Thomas Aquinas, the same one in
which Bill slipped on her engagement ring two years before. It was so crowded she could
not get in. She ended up going Christmas morning. After Christmas dinner she was off to
the movies with Bill’s sister Isabel. A week later, a quite New Years Eve rang in 1945
with the hope that the war would end and that they both would be reunited again.
Early in 1945 things were getting very active in the Navy. The Philippines were
invaded and taken over by the Allies, and Bill was working 7 days a week. It seemed that
they were not drafting many more men as it looked like the end of the war would be
soon. There wouldn’t be enough time to recruit and train more troops before the end. He
finally got an electrical rating, not a machinist, but it did mean an extra $12.00 per month
pay.
Along with the money he sent home he also sent shells, a coconut and some
special turtles. They were carefully wrapped, and Bill wrote the special instructions on
their proper care and feeding when they arrived. Louise and her family anxiously awaited
their arrival and hoped they didn’t perish in transit. They didn’t perish. They arrived “safe
and sound” and wouldn’t need any feeding as they were made of shells and pipe cleaners.
They remained in the family for years.
In early 1945, as rumors of an end of the war were rising, Germany seemed on
the verge of collapse. In the U.S. labor strikes were becoming frequent, not only for
factory workers but at places like newspapers. During the big newspaper strike, Mayor
LaGuardia took to the radio reading the comics to New Yorkers. People were getting
tired of rationing or paying the high prices on the black market for things they knew were
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available. Low wages and the difficulties of living with war for almost 3 years was taking
its toll. Communists were thought to be behind some of this unrest.
Bill couldn’t understand this as there were many more men sacrificing much
more in the service. Unions, he thought, should be outlawed during war and barred from
striking. In addition, Roosevelt and the Democrats were not to his liking although when
Roosevelt died in April of that year, he did give him credit for doing what he thought was
right for the country. He seemed to be an honest man. It was Bill’s sense of independence
and self reliance that were at odds with a government that offered a helping hand. It was
not only the government but family assistance that would be never sought.
That reoccurring fear, that help would lead to interference in his and Louise’s
life, was with Bill since he joined the Navy. Bill’s father, right to the end of his mother’s
life, never requested help from his family. In fact, Bill knew little of that family other
than that his father ran away at age 14, was shipwrecked off Africa, had yellow fever,
joined the cavalry in South America, and jumped ship in New York to get married.
Maybe he was never really accepted by his wife’s family as not much help was offered
ever by them. Bill admired his father but never asked for anything of him nor blamed him
for the hard conditions he grew up in. When Bill graduated from Brooklyn Tech he
applied for a job with the large manufacturing company, Babcock and Wilcox. It would
have been a very good opportunity to advance and have a successful career. He didn’t get
the job and only learned later that the reason was that his father was not a U.S. citizen. He
never told anyone nor ever mentioned it other than in one letter to Louise.
And so on Manus Island he counted the days until his son, or daughter, would be
born and the war would end. If they both happened in 1945, it would be heaven sent. He
often looked at the stars at night and knew that Louise could see the same stars. Even
though she was a half a world away, he believed they were together.
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Eight

The Baby

In the spring of 1945 Louise was busy getting ready for the baby. Still doing
housework in the apartment, she found it was getting harder and harder to get around.
The girls at the American Legion gave Louise a baby shower, and the little gifts and baby
novelties started accumulating. Costs for the hospital and doctor were figured, and bank
accounts were balanced to make sure everything could be paid for. Since Louise at one
time worked in the accounting department in Macy’s, she also figured and filed income
tax forms. As little as the taxes were ($2.13 in state tax) they had to be paid and did affect
what money was available. She did this for some friends also. At the end of the day there
would be enough money to go to a private hospital for the baby. It would cost about
$77.00 for 10 days in the hospital. Dr. O’Connor normally charged $125.00, but the Navy
would only pay $50.00. Dr. O’Connor agreed to accept the $50.00 as long as he was paid
right away and not six weeks later when the Navy would send the check. He also told her
not to tell any of his other patients.
Thinking about his future son, Bill saw the advantages of a good education. He
was the only enlisted man in the drafting department as all the others were officers. But
because of his good high school education, he fit right in. When he thought about his
future son, he hoped he would go to college. Not any college but someplace like MIT and
be an engineer. It wasn’t a matter of making a lot of money, it was a matter of
advancement in the world. If possible, their children would go to Catholic School to get
good religious instruction. The future was bright, as he read in Popular Science, and there
would be many possibilities, but they would need a good education to take part in it.
Of course, if the baby were a girl, it presented somewhat of a problem. Education
was still important but his own view was that women belonged in the home. He could not
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envision a “career” woman any more than Louise could. They both thought that it could
not substitute for a good family life. Louise thought becoming a nurse, if anything, could
be a good career for a woman if that is what she wanted. But there would be no forcing
any of this, and their children would be encouraged to do what they wanted with their
lives. They would look forward to the grandkids when the time came around, and of
course fishing will definitely be encouraged. Our children will turn out to be authors,
funyface, with all the writing their mommy and daddy have been doing.
In April 1945 Louise bought a bassinet for the baby for $11.00 and continued to
get ready for the big day. The house cleaning, as she was the only one home, occupied
much of her time despite the difficulty getting around. It might be a little bit cramped in
the two bedroom apartment with the baby, Louise, her parents and sister but everyone
was looking forward to the new arrival. Her sister Irene, now in high school tried to help
out but seemed less interested in housework than she. She seemed more interested in
seeing the boys than staying in the house. Was the itch she complained about really an
allergic reaction to cleaning floors? But she, too, looked forward to the baby even if it
meant sleeping on the sofa.
The strains of war and being separated drew some people closer together, as in
the case of Bill and Louise; and in others it was just the opposite. Louise’s friend Lilly
and her husband Russell seemed to be on the road to an annulment of their marriage. He
was in the Army in Europe and was giving signals that he thought they should break up.
Even when they were together, Louise saw how they treated each other was not right. She
couldn’t understand how two people like that could ever get along. Lilly didn’t seem to
have a mind of her own but listened to whatever Russell told her. Louise thought that part
of the problem was that they were of different religions, Catholic and Jewish. She hoped
that their own common beliefs and with their new baby, they would be tied together.
They see this as the start of their family which will transcend everything else.
Louise didn’t write any letters between April 18th and 25th as she was in the
hospital giving birth. Baby Louise was born April 20th 1945 in a hospital in Brooklyn.
She was a healthy baby girl, and all was going well until Louise started to seriously
bleed. A transfusion was ordered (which cost $35) and she remained in the hospital a
number of extra days. Fortunately the bleeding was stopped, but she was very weak and
returned home on April 29th. At home a visiting nurse helped her for a few days as she
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was still very weak. A telegram was sent announcing the news to Bill right after the baby
was born; but although it was sent as a telegram, it was delivered by mail. In the interim
on April 28th Bill received a letter his sister sent by airmail casually mentioning the birth
of the baby.
He was overjoyed and never regretted that his first child was a girl. He managed
to get a box of cigars having requested them months ago with promises to give them out
to everyone when his son was born. He gave out 49 cigars, but kept one to be smoked on
the day he would have his first grandchild. He regretted that his mother would not see her
first grandchild. He was very concerned about the difficulty in the hospital and gave
thanks to God for the way everything turned out.
My dearest darling sweetheart,
Funnyface, I really feel so happy tonight because I got two letters from
mommy and daughter, and I can’t begin to tell you how much they mean to me,
sug, and you writing them from the hospital. I adore you for that, honey. It
seems like ages since I got a letter from you and I just had to sit and hold them
for a few minutes before I opened them because they meant so much to me.
Every word you wrote brought you so close to me, and made me feel better.
Hon, I’ll never be able to tell you how much I love you and miss you. You’re
just everything to me.
The baby’s name would be Louise but from the start she was known as Blondie. I
think that is what I’m going to call you, you little princess, Blondie. She had blond hair
and the name Blondie, as in the comic strip Blondie which was very popular at the time,
stayed with Louise until she was in nursing school 18 years later. There was some
concern, however, on how much thought was given to having a baby boy. As Louise
wrote,
Goodness knows what are we going to do with all our letters hon. I know I
don’t want to part with yours. There’re such beautiful letters. As you once said
sweet we better lock the letters up. Little Louise might feel insulted by the way
we spoke of Billy all the time.”
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For the next months congratulations came in from friends and relatives. A stroller
was bought and plans for the baptism were made. Bill’s brother and sister would be the
godparents. On June 3rd Louise was baptized, and a small family party was held
afterward.
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Nine

Final Phase

About a week after Bill learned of the birth of his daughter, May 8th 1945, the
war in Europe ended. Attention would now be focused on the Pacific and everyone hoped
the Japanese would soon surrender. The Allies were still a long way from invading Japan
and the Japanese were not known to surrender. But for the first time, discharging soldiers
was talked about. Sailors over 42 years old would start to be discharged. The hope was
that the war with Japan would be over by the end of the year. If so, Bill thought he would
be home in the spring of 1946 just in time for Blondie’s 1st birthday.
In the meantime there was still much to do. Bill continued with his
correspondence courses and even took math courses given at the base. Getting an
increase in rating would be great, if only for the increase in pay. But again there was a
problem, should he be rated as a machinist or carpenter? Neither was appropriate for the
job he was doing as a draftsman. The Navy, as usual, didn’t seem to know what to do.
Bill’s cousin Violetta’s husband Bob was also in the Navy and was serving on
the aircraft carrier, Franklin. In March 1945 the Franklin was hit by Japanese bombers
and almost sunk. After a devastating fire it miraculously limped back to the U.S. for
repairs. What made it chilling was that Bob, severely injured on the flight deck, was
given last rights by the ship’s Chaplin. This was all captured on a Navy film and was, and
is, shown dozens of times in newsreels and photographs around the world. Bill and
Louise saw these when the baby was born, about the same time as Violetta gave birth to
her daughter, and so they had a lot in common. Fortunately Bob survived his injuries and
went on to have a large family of his own.
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Although there were parades to celebrate the victory in Europe, Louise’s mother
saw General Eisenhower in New York, the war in the Pacific was still a day by day affair.
Bill finally got his rating of 3rd class petty officer as carpenter which meant another $14
per month raise. He saw that the base they were working on was almost complete so he
assumed they would be moving on and it would be turned over to the Australians. He
never felt he was in any serious danger but the news that an airplane crashed into the
Empire State Building in New York City that June made him realize that he could not
protect Louise from where he was in the Pacific. It only made him want the war to end
sooner, although only an invasion of Japan would seem to work.
On August 7th, news was heard that a new bomb, an atomic bomb, was dropped
on Japan. It was a total shock as no information prior to its dropping was known. Atomic
energy was known and often written about in magazines like Popular Science and
predictions that it would change the future were prevalent. No one thought an actual
bomb was made that could be used or that it was so destructive. But it was! Now it was
anticipated that Japan would surrender and they all would be on their way home.
Rumors and scuttlebutt ran rampant for five days as to what it all meant.
Messages were sent back and forth between Washington and Japan as everyone waited
on the edge of their seat for the final outcome. Bill wrote that if these are the weapons of
the next war, it will be very short and very destructive. Given the nature of man, he
thought that war is inevitable and wondered what it would be like. He hoped that the
secret would be kept in the U.S. and other nations would not have it.
Going home now doesn’t mean going back to the same things. The abruptness of
it all, the promise of a new age of prosperity was sweeping away the old ways they grew
up with. Soldiers were coming home from Europe with European girlfriends, kids in the
American Legion were acting “wild”, high school kids were wearing lipstick; it was
different world. But Bill assured Louise that their family would survive all this together.
Ten minutes ago, we got the official proclamation of the ending of the war,
9:15 this morning (Wed, Aug 15, 1945) here, which is 6:15 last night or rather
Tuesday night back home. Right now the air raid sirens are going full blast, as
are all the loudspeakers on the island with the news from all the various
countries in their own language. The ships in the harbor are really going to
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town now, and salvos from the guns are lending their voice to the general
celebration. Boy, what a day this is here for us as I can imagine it is all over
the world. Everybody is just running around all over the base, shaking hands
with everyone else. Times Square back home must be a madhouse and I’d sure
like to be in Brooklyn right now with my funyface. The commodore just
announced that all construction will cease immediately. The band is forming
out on the baseball field now and starting a parade. All I can say right now is
“Thank You God”, for anything else would only make me get choked up.
Louise wrote, All the neighbors were out and making quite a racket…the war[for
us] will not be over until you return home.
There must have been more to the celebrations than what Louise wrote. All the
stores are closed but why some people had to go so far as to disrobe in public is beyond
me.
If the end came swiftly, there was still much to be done. And in the Navy that
may mean a lot of waiting. There was no more work to be done on Manus Island so the
CB’s were heading to Manila in the Philippines to help restore that country. The thought
of going farther away from Louise was disheartening, but at least there was a light at the
end of this tunnel. The Navy, as all branches of the service, would start discharging the
service men based on a point system. Points were given for age, length of service
overseas, family obligations and other factors. Bill figured he would be home by
February 1946, given the point system, so at least there was a firm target date to aim at.
What he did in the meantime would be just counting down the days until then.
His friend Eddy O’Brian was older than Bill and had enough points to get out of
the Navy when the war ended. He boarded a ship back to the states and his wife in
Queens while Bill awaited a ship to Manila. They promised to keep in touch as Eddie
would go back to the trucking business he had back home. But this didn’t depress Bill
that much. The excitement of the war’s end was joyful enough, the clock was ticking
down and he would soon be on his way. They had $695 in the bank to start their lives
together and to living our dreams.
The daily letters didn’t stop at the end of the war and on October 6 Bill sailed
into Manila Harbor. Seven hundred ships and boats crowded Manila Harbor as the LST
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(landing ship tank) carried Bill and the rest of his unit onto the wharf. About four other
men he knew from the time he was in boot camp at Camp Perry were with Bill in Manila.
It was the last stop before heading home.
The CB’s were housed in a military base near the harbor in a rundown part of the
city. This was quite different from living on a tropical Island. It was hot and they were in
a city. It looked like Queens, but it was a city nonetheless. Destruction was evident
everywhere but amazingly, life in the Philippines was continuing on. When you consider
the numerous cities around the world subjected to the same wanton fate, you wonder to
what depths humanity can fall. Thank God the American cities escaped it all especially
New York.
Bill was back in a machine shop but there was not much work to do. Some nights
he had guard duty but there didn’t seem much to guard. One night he did have some
excitement when a local man came up to the guard house and asked for some help. His
wife was giving birth and they needed to get to the hospital. Bill called the officer on
deck and eventually the woman and her husband were taken to the hospital. This was a
world literally coming back to life.
One odd thing he saw was that the U.S. Army was in charge of the city and it was
mostly the black, Negros, units. This led to some problems with the white service men
and there seemed to be considerable fighting between the units. That was the shore
patrol’s problem as the CB’s were there to help and teach the Philippinos to get back on
their feet. But to Bill it wasn’t going to be that hard. They were an industrious people and
they already had a city that just needed some rebuilding. They had local workers come
into the machine shop to learn the work, like repairing truck brakes, and it wasn’t long
before they pick up the work. Oddly enough there were civilian cars being driven around
which turned out to be cars buried during the war and occupation by the Japanese. They
were unearthed and restored after the Japanese left.
The Philippines were almost all Roman Catholic and there were many churches
and cathedrals throughout Manila and the country side. For the first time Bill had the
opportunity to go to Mass in these churches rather than the chapel built by the Navy. It
was a novel experience to go to Mass with civilians rather than with sailors. Bill and
some other sailors had the chance to do some touring to Santa Cruz outside of Manila and
was impressed with the churches as well as the friendliness of the people. Each little
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town had their own church, a market square, religious statues and a running stream to
wash clothes. As interesting as it was, he was still anxious to come home.
During this time the Navy was lowering its point system to allow discharging
more and more sailors. With each lower level, the day that Bill could return home was
coming closer. By October 1945 they were lowered to the level that allowed him to put in
papers for discharge. On October 28th he was told he would be leaving at midnight to
return to the States. It was finally over!
In Brooklyn, Louise was starting to see servicemen arrive home from Europe and
the Pacific. Their friend Tritt stopped by to say hello and see the baby. She managed to
go into the city to visit Macy’s and visit her old co-workers and to show off baby Louise.
The upstairs neighbor Ellen was trying to be friendly again as it seemed that a great
weight was being lifted off all of them and the storm was ending. Louise’s sister Irene
was following her footsteps and was going to join the American legion and try for the
drum and bugle corps. Baby Louise’s first tooth appeared as Louise received a telegram
from Bill. It was the day before Thanksgiving and he was back on U.S. soil in San
Francisco. After Thanksgiving dinner on Treasure Island he would board the train to New
York and be in Louise’s arms within a week.
A lot has happened since we walked out of the Nostrand Theater and into
your parents apartment and Irene told us about Pearl Harbor on Dec 7 1941…
Yes a lot did happen, not only to two young lovers, but to the world in general.
Not everyone is called to be heroes with feats of daring but everyone at that time was
affected by great world events. I will let my father have the last word here. He sums up
what these thousands of letters meant to him and my mother. It is what true love is all
about!
America is a pretty good country for all its faults and I’m kind of proud to
be fighting not only for it but for what it stands for and that darling is you. Our
little home in which someday we will live and share together the little time
allotted to us in which we will raise our kids and find happiness in every little
goodness that comes our way, patiently enduring the tough parts that we may
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have to take along with the good knowing in our hearts and soul that the end of
life here means only the beginning of a great life. That means everything to me
honey. To others perhaps our lives won’t be worth getting excited about just
simple every day living. But the two of us will know the richness of living sweet.
No one gets out of life more than they put into it and we’ll have the satisfaction
of getting all the goodness and sweetness and joy that life has to offer. We will
even get a soul felt happiness out of this little separation for we’ll have the
satisfaction that comes from knowing that even continents and oceans may be
between us but will never divide our lives and faith in each other. I am awfully
fortunate and very happy to have your love and comfort in alien surroundings
and earthly temptations.
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Afterward

Bill and Louise still live in their house in Brooklyn, New York, that they bought
a few years after he came home. Bill did become a tool and die maker and worked
himself up to management, retired at 65 and never gave up fishing. Louise was the
homemaker, never returning to work outside their home but traveled with Bill on
vacations and on his business trips. Johnny and Eddie remained good friends until they
passed away a number of years ago. Fred is still a good fishing buddy.
They raised three children, 2 boys (Billy, Ronald) and a girl (Louise). The girl
became a nurse and the boys went to college. They now have five grandchildren and ten
great grandchildren. The letters remain in a trunk in their basement as a testament to their
love for each other. I am proud to say that it is part of their legacy.
There were two things that struck me while I was reading the letters. One was
that my handwriting was almost the same as my father’s. I wondered about that. How can
handwriting be passed down from father to son? I learned penmanship in Catholic school
and don’t recall that my father had any particular effect on how I wrote. I still find this
baffling.
The second point is that I (and my father) find my style of writing very similar to
my father’s. Perhaps this is more understandable then penmanship as your writing, as
well as speaking style, would be greatly influenced by your surroundings and parents.
The fact that my father did not explicitly teach me writing nor did I actively study his, or
other’s writing (he was not a professional writer), gives one pause to reflect on other
parental attributes that are passed generation to generation. Call it the clandestine legacy.
Separation makes desires stronger; so goes the popular saying. That is true for
many but what I found very clear in reading these letters is that love does not diminish
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because people are separated as long as they remain in your heart. The mundane daily
events we call living, if shared, form bonds that are difficult to break. If we are lucky, we
make those bonds with the people we love, each in our own private world, generation
after generation.

William H. Woodroffe (III)
Brooklyn, NY
January, 2011
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