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Sigler: Good morning, Mr. Bernhardt.  You understand that this interview is being
recorded?

Bernhardt: I do.

Sigler: Okay, let’s start with the beginning, how you got into the service, and go from
there.

Bernhardt: Well, I was drafted April 19, 1943.  And at this point, I would like to mention that
my older brother, Joe, ten years older than I was, was drafted April 18, 1940.  And the reason
I’m saying this is because we got quite intertwined before the story is ended.  I was sent to Camp
Blanding, outside of Jacksonville, Florida, to take my basic training with the 63rd Training
Division.

Sigler: Where were you from?

Bernhardt: Philadelphia.  I was born and raised in Philadelphia.  And along with most young
men who reached eighteen –  I was eighteen in October and got drafted in April – I didn’t mind
because there wasn’t anybody left. [laughing]   You couldn’t even get a basketball game
together.  It was really frustrating.  So, like I said, I went to Camp Blanding, served my basic
training.  Now, before the end of basic training we’re not allowed to go out on pass, but my
brother, Joe, who had been in the Army three years, came over from Gordon Johnson [sic] in
Louisiana –  Camp Gordon Johnson [sic], where he was taken after his training, and asked the
company commander if he could take me out on a one day pass.  And after a lot of discussion the
company commander made an exception.  And Joe and I went into downtown Jacksonville and
had a nice day together.  Well, he went back to camp and of course I stayed in Camp Blanding. 
In September of ‘43, I got a furlough to go home for a thirty day leave, because you never know
where you were going to be assigned, where you were going to go.  No, I think it was two
weeks, not thirty days.  I spent that time at home and then I came back and they sent me out to
Camp Robinson, Arkansas, for maneuvers and training.  While I was there, an order came
through to fill up the 28th Division, that was my brother’s division, the Pennsylvania division
where I was born and raised and brought up.  So luckily my company commander knew about
my brother, knew he was with the 28th Division, put my name in there, and I went to the 28th
Division at Camp Pickett, Virginia.  When I got there, they were interviewing us; the colonel
was interviewing us from the division.  He said, “Son, do you realize this division is going to go
overseas very shortly and you probably will be fighting soon?”  I probably looked pretty young. 
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I know I did.  I said, “Sir, I want to be with this division because my father fought with this
division in World War I..”  He said, “He did?”  I said, “Yes.”  He said, “What outfit?”  I said,
“3rd Battalion, Company K, 109th Regiment.”  (My father was never in the Army)!  And that’s
how I got with my brother, Joe!   He almost had a stroke. [laughing] It was funny.  So we got
together and he accepted it finally.  Not too happy to have me in the same company because ...
funny part about it, my mother wrote him a letter and said, “Don’t you dare let anything happen
to Gerry boy!” [laughing] I mean, this was war, but some mothers just don’t get it.  So we went
up to Camp Miles Standish, outside of Boston, Massachusetts, where we were issued ... we had
just got all new clothing in Camp Pickett; they took it all away from us and gave us more new
clothing!  It’s the Army.  

So we got on the boat.  Oh, the captain called me in before we got on the boat to go
overseas and he said, “Gerry, you’re not nineteen and I could have you sent back for further
training in the States if you so desired.”  I said, “Well, Captain, I know these guys and I like
them.”  I used to drive my brother up to Indian Town Gap when I was sixteen and seventeen to
see his wife, so I knew all these guys and I really felt comfortable there.  So I said, “I’m going to
have to fight someplace, sometime, somewhere and I want to go with my brother.”

Sigler: That’s a Pennsylvania National Guard?

Bernhardt: Yeah, well it was federalized, but it was originally.  The captain said, “All right, I
like your attitude.  We’ll let it rest.”  So on the boat I went.  On October 8 we embarked and on
October 11, I celebrated my nineteenth birthday on the boat and we landed in Wales, I think,
October 20.  We went by way of the North Sea.  We ran into a storm that was unbelievable.  I
thought the boat was going to capsize, but it didn’t.  The sailors smiled because they’re used to
it, but the old soldiers were not used to it.  A lot of guys got terribly sick.  I thank God I didn’t
get sick, but a lot of men got very sick.  So we debark in Wales in October of ‘43 and proceeded
to take more training.  We, believe it or not, helped train the 29th Infantry Division at Barnstaple
in the Bristol Channel, who made the invasion later with the 4th and the 1st and the 9th.  And
those poor buggers, I knew a lot of them, I felt so sorry for them.  They suffered 8,000 or 9,000
casualties in the first few hours, killed and wounded.  

Sigler: Were they also Pennsylvania?

Bernhardt: No, they were a mixture.  They had the Dixie Division, which was the 32nd, you
know, different outfits.  But we trained with them and we taught them and we had some
unfortunate occurrences.  One day when we were doing the amphibious training bit, we were out
in the LSVPs, you know, about thirty guys in a boat.  And a storm came up and one of these
things overturned with the 110th and I don’t know how many men drowned because they had
their equipment.  Oh, it was sad.  But, you know, that’s wartime, these things are going to
happen.  Friendly fire -- that happened to us at times.  But we trained them and when the time
came for the invasion, they moved us up north and made us show our patches, because German
spies were everywhere, (the bloody bucket Keystone) and they wanted us identified because they
wanted to keep Hitler’s tanks up north.  He had two Panzer  divisions up north and if they’d have
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been down there on the beaches, those guys would have never got on the beaches because they
were experienced men from Russia, France, Norway.  That would have been a disaster.  So we
did a job ....  I felt bad not being in on the initial invasion, but when I saw what happened I didn’t
feel too bad.  I just felt so bad for those guys.  But we did do something; at least we kept them
tanks occupied.  

So on July 15, no, maybe around the 10th or the 12th, we embarked from Southampton. 
They brought us back down, we got in the boats at Southampton and we went to France and got
off at Omaha Beach.  The first thing that I saw was this tremendous field of crosses from D-Day. 
Row after row, several thousand – more than several thousand.  It was probably a little rugged
when I saw it because the beach occasionally was under a long range of artillery fire because
they were stuck at Saint Lô and Condé – they didn’t break out yet.   Well, Patton came over right
after we landed and formed the Third Army, which we were incorporated in, with the 2nd
Armored who had been through Africa.  I felt good having those guys around.  They were all
veterans and they were tough monkeys,  I tell you they were. [laughing]   And we fought through
the hedgerows and it was bitter fighting.  We lost a lot of men.  I went through Carentan, Saint
Mere Eglise, Saint Lô, a whole flock of places.  We broke out then, after the hedgerows, but we
had about a week to ten days of tough fighting in those hedgerows.  

Sigler: What was your job?

Bernhardt: My job, we had to dig out ... what we did, we would ask a tank to come up when
we had a huge hedgerow ... you know, some of them were six, eight, ten feet high ... we would
have them throw a phosphorous cell in there (that’s a white powder that burns), and then the
Germans, you know, they would have to get out of there.  When they’d get up, we could pick
‘em off, which we did.  Because otherwise, if we walked into the hedgerows, like into the fields,
they were already zeroed in.  They took a terrible toll on too many of our guys because they
didn’t do what they should have done.  But we figured it out pretty early.  So I fought there for a
while, through the hedgerows, we broke out down the peninsula, probably somewhere around
Avranches or Gethemo.  We bivouacked for the night, and I got up that morning and ... we had
been fighting for about forty-eight hours, we just catnapped, you know, through the hedgerows
and all.   But we finally had worked our way through.  And I got up that morning and I went to
stretch and the lieutenant was right in front of me, a tall guy.  A sniper in a tree got him right in
the head and ... I don’t know if it was the same bullet -- some people said it was and I find that
hard to believe.  But anyway, I got shot here.  He aimed for my head, but I must have turned it.  I
don’t know whether you can still see it.  It went in here and out the back.

Sigler: Close to your neck.

Bernhardt: Yeah, so obviously he was shooting for my head, because he got the lieutenant,
killed him instantly.  I collapsed, and Father Cummings came and started giving me the last rites
and said, “Gerry, you’re going to a much better place than this.”  I said, “Wait a minute, I don’t
want to die!  I’m too young!”  But I couldn’t hardly talk, I was bleeding ... you know how you
see in the movies, you bleed?  I was bleeding everywhere.  But the guy that saved my life was a
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friend of mine.  He put me on a jeep and ran me back.  The road was under artillery fire, we were
dodging shells, but bouncing me around, that blood was everywhere.  I was practically out of
blood by the time they got me back, and immediately they gave me transfusion after transfusion. 
Two German POWs carried me in.  I thought I was captured.  I thought, “My God ...!”  They
were jabbering away.  I knew a little German, you know, because my father’s people came from
Germany a long time ago.  But I wish I had learned more.  So anyhow, I got back there and I’m
in there and a doctor operated on me to close the wounds up and drain ... whatever they had to ...
two guys held me down, two huge guys, and he had a needle about that long and he stuck it in
my back and drew out blood from my lung.  The pain was unbelievable.  I never passed out and I
never went into shock.  They got that done and they took me back to a tent and I went to sleep. 
They gave me sedatives, morphine, whatever they gave me, it worked.  Lo and behold, I wake up
the next morning and here’s my brother standing over me.  He looked like a Japanese, he was so
yellow from loss of blood.  I said, “Joe, what the devil are you doing here?”  He said, “I got it.” 
I said, “Where’d you get it?”  He said, “My arm.”  And he’s all bandaged up.  All the ulna and
nerves were severed.  He took a bad hit.  He was trying to take out a machine gun.  That’s bad
news.  But, thank God, we both came back to England together, we both were in the camp
together, we got in an ambulance, came back to a boat on the coast of France somewhere, I don’t
remember where that was.  I remember they put us on the boat and took us back to England
together.  It’s really a fantastic story.  

A lot of little things, like when we were in training we used to go to dances together. 
One night, New Year’s Eve of 1944, we went into a dance in one of the little towns in Wales and
we missed the bus.  So I said, “Joe, it’s nine miles back to camp; we’ve gotta walk.”  “Okay.” 
So we started walking.  Well, lo and behold, we wandered ... you know, everything’s dark, I
mean really dark ... we wandered onto a British airfield and were challenged.  They took us in. 
Here they were having a huge New Year’s party with all these English WASPs.  We were the
only GIs there. [laughing] We had a ball!  We were there till five o’clock in the morning.
[laughing] We get back to camp and the captain questioned us but it all worked out ok.

Sigler: Did you walk or did you get a ride?

Bernhardt: No, we got a ride back to camp.  We get back.  We get no sleep practically at all;
had to take a shower and get cleaned up.  The captain said, “Men, we’re off to a twenty mile
walk today.”  I don’t know how we made it, but we both made it!  Oh, God, I was so tired, I
thought I’d collapse a couple times.  But some of the little things, you know.  And when we were
fighting together, one time when his platoon ...  he was in the 2nd Platoon and I was in the
Weapons Platoon, you know, the mortars and machine guns.  We had a German unit trapped in a
farmhouse and they were shooting machine guns all over the place and there was like a cow
pasture and they had a machine gun shooting right through this opening.  And we’d let them wait
till they shoot a burst and one of us would dash across real quick!  They didn’t get any of us.  So
we got around there and we set the mortars and set the house on fire.  They didn’t want to
surrender; they wanted to die for the Fuhrer;  So unfortunately, we obliged them.  War is not a
pleasant thing.  

But I look back on it now and it seems almost like a dream, so long ago, so many things. 
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Well, I came back to the States in January of 1945.

Sigler: So you’d had about five months in the hospital?

Bernhardt: Oh, yeah.  I was seriously wounded.  When they came around at the Battle of the
Bulge, I felt so sorry – some of the guys who still had bandages, like with light wounds and
superficial wounds, would normally have another two or three weeks.  Whisk, right back.  They
needed soldiers and they needed veterans because the Germans made a serious breakthrough and
it was very dangerous.

Sigler: Your regiment was part of it?

Bernhardt: Yes, it was.  The 109th.  Yes, they put up a heroic stand along with a few other
men from the 90th and a few other divisions.

Sigler: It was one of the regiments on the line, wasn’t it?  That got hit very early?  On the
crest?

Bernhardt: Very early.  It was, yes my friend Sergeant Mellema, one of the best soldiers you
ever saw, he held off an entire German battalion with about a 110 guys for about forty-eight
hours, but they overwhelmed them.  But he fought them hand to hand in the pillboxes, and when
they captured him they told him to take his boots off.  Now this is wintertime, December, snow,
ice.  He spit in the guy’s face.  And the guy cocked his gun to shoot Mel and a German
Wehrmacht officer came up and said, “Nein.”  Stopped him.  Mel was a tough guy; he was a
garbage collector from Chicago; [laughing] he was a tough man.  But there’s so many stories of
bravery.  Mel, when he was captured, snuck out time and again and caught pigeons and chickens
and all kinds of things to help feed him and his men.  He should have got the Congressional
Medal of Honor.  He was something.  

But anyhow, we got back to the States.  I got back in January of ‘45.  My brother, Joe,
didn’t get back until I think it was August of ‘45, because they kept operating and they couldn’t
do it.  But they don’t know what they know today.  I think today they would do it.  But it’s too
late now.  You have to do it right away.  So in 1955, some of us got together and decided to have
a company reunion, get together.  Out of the 209 guys that originally went into combat, not one
person escaped being either captured, wounded, killed, or missing.  The average time of an
infantryman is about nineteen days before he’s killed, wounded, or captured or missing.  So
don’t go in the infantry! [laughing]   My son, Bruce, enlisted and he was with the tank corps in
Germany facing the Reds.  I said, “For God’s sake, Bruce, why didn’t you go into the Air Force
or something and keep out of the infantry?  I told you a hundred times.” [laughing]    He said
they used to roll up and face each other.  It’s funny how we got this magnificent reunion together
with fifty-five of us to start in 1955, and believe it or not, we ran it until 1994, when we got
down to nine men.  In fact, there’s probably only about my brother, Joe, and about three to five
others, and some of them are pretty sick, but it’s just attrition.  And I was the youngest guy in the
company.  I’m seventy-eight; my brother, Joe’s, eighty-eight.  A couple other guys are eighty-
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nine, one’s ninety-one.   It’s just attrition.  
But it was a tremendous experience.  I don’t regret it.  I’m glad I did it and I’m so proud

of the guys I fought with.  They were magnificent soldiers, willing to sacrifice.  It was a
wonderful experience; I don’t regret it.  Do you have any questions?

Sigler: Not really.  That was a very good story.

Bernhardt: Well, I don’t want to go into the gory parts where we shot people.  One day when
we routed a German unit, and I don’t know if I should mention this, but we were in the
hedgerows and there was a big field of high grass or wheat and this German was running and his
helmet came off and I had a bead on him and I could have shot him, and here he was, a kid about
sixteen.  I swear I could not pull that trigger; I just couldn’t shoot that kid in the back.  I thought,
my God, I’m only a couple years older than him.  I hope it wasn’t the guy that shot me later.
[laughing]   Well, you’re supposed to do it.

Sigler: You were a mortar man?

Bernhardt: Oh yeah, but at times I was also a rifleman.  It depended on the situation.  But it
was nice to have the boys in the 2nd Armored. [some personal conversation not transcribed] 

I had two other brothers besides my brother, Joe.  My brother, Bill, was in the Army,
never got out of the States.  My brother, Bob, was in the Navy, never got out of the States.  And
my brother, Gene, who was the oldest, with three kids, wrote me a letter in England and said,
“Oh, I feel so bad, all you guys ...”  I wrote him a letter back and said, “What, are you crazy?
We’re all in the service, what if we all got killed?  You’d be the only guy left.”  I said, “Stay
home, pray for us, forget it.”  I think four out of five is enough. 

Sigler: Were you still with the unit when the breakout at Saint Lô came?  

Bernhardt: Oh, yes.

Sigler: You’d been hit by that time?

Bernhardt: No, no.  I was with the unit when the breakout occurred.

Sigler: So how far ...?

Bernhardt: Well, we went through Saint Lô and I can only remember some of the names.  I
think Saint Mere Eglise was before Saint Lô.

Sigler: Yes, it was.

Bernhardt: How about Coutances?
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Sigler: I think that’s afterwards.

Bernhardt: [comments about a book he is currently reading not transcribed] I’m so glad
Hitler kept his tanks out of the fray because if them Panzers had been in there, we’d have been ...
forget it!  Yeah, we went down this way towards Avranches and                    [??], because there
was the Battle of Gethemo and swung around ....  After I got shot, they swung around and met
the Canadians at Mortaigne.

Sigler: So you were shot shortly after the breakout?

Bernhardt: I was.  And it broke my heart because a few days later they got to Paris and all the
girls came out with the wine, and they’re telling me all about this and I said, “Thanks a lot!  Who
needs it!”

Sigler: Did you see any French civilians?

Bernhardt: When we first landed, I saw a young girl dashing into a house or a barn
someplace.  And another time when we were under artillery fire and I was up against a hedgerow
digging like crazy, a woman’s walking down the road with three little kids.  And I gave her my
field jacket and some rations that I had, C- rations, because she was crying and the kids were
crying.  And I was trying to talk to her, because we had that book, but forget it.  It don’t
compute.  Besides we didn’t know how to pronounce the words.

Sigler: The book was the little “Speak French?”

Bernhardt: Yeah, for translation, but I couldn’t figure it out.  One thing I did do, too ... with
the 110th, one of the outfits or units in the 110th got caught in an open field under artillery fire,
and it was grotesque.  You see the guys sitting there, some had their rifles in their hands, they
must have been killed by shock or something.  And my carbine, I didn’t like my carbine, because
I trained really with a rifle company.  So I threw the carbine away and picked up one of the M1s
from one of the dead soldiers.  I felt more comfortable with it.  I did.  You could really pick
somebody off with that baby.  It was more dependable.  So if you have any other questions, I’d
be glad to answer.

Sigler: I’ve been shot at a few times in my life, but never in combat; never military
combat, at least.

Bernhardt: Oh, it’s frightening.  Anybody that says they’re not scared is crazy.  When I first
went in, like I said, I was only nineteen.  Gung ho, let’s go, let’s get this done.  I sang a different
tune when the shells started.  And the first night we bivouacked, we were bombed and strafed. 
They blew up our supply truck, which had hand grenades and mortar shells.  And who got the
job of picking them up?  The Weapons Platoon –  very gingerly. [laughing]   And we lost a cook,
that was our first casualty.  Several were wounded, but not bad.  But one of the cooks was killed. 
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A very pleasant guy.  But, you know, we were bombed and strafed and we went through artillery
fire.  We did it all, fire fights, mortar fights, all kinds of things.  But the Germans were depleted. 
You know, at the point where we were fighting them, like I said, they had a lot of young kids,
older men, I mean men in their fifties and sixties.  The Russians were advancing like crazy on
the Eastern Front and they had to have their best troops there.  They were trying to save the
Fuhrer.  They should have got him sooner.  Well, I think the generals would have surrendered.  I
really do.  Because even in this book that I’m reading, after the war when they interviewed them
they said that almost all of them who were not involved in the attack on Hitler hoped he would
have been killed so they could stop the war while they still had something left.  That would have
saved a lot of our lives, too, and our boys, but that didn’t happen.  Plus, the fact that he produced
over 1,000 jet planes in 1944.

Sigler: I was surprised that you were talking about being under air attack in ‘44, July ‘44.

Bernhardt: Yeah, they still had some planes.  They said in this book ... up until the Bulge,
they kept almost 1,500 planes on the Western Front.  They weren’t in one spot, they were spread
out, but they never had mastery of the air.  If they put up 200 planes, we put up 500 planes. 
There were huge dog fights; whenever they occurred and they bumped into each other.  Huge
dog fights.  But the Germans were fighting a losing battle.  We could make them a lot faster than
they could make them.  But, according to this, if they had gotten those jets airborne and the
pilots trained, they’d have decimated our Air Force. They’d have gained mastery of the air.  Plus
the fact that they were working on ... they had the V2s, they were dropping them on London and
all over the British Isles, and they were working on the nuclear bomb.

Sigler: Where were you in the hospital in the UK?

Bernhardt: Outside of Bristol.

Sigler: So you weren’t close to London?

Bernhardt: No, but I went to London after I recuperated.  In Christmas of ‘44, I met a girl
who was really a great girl.  I had my own girlfriend back home, but like I said, we were very
young and I wasn’t engaged, she was going out with guys, too.  So I took her to London and we
had a ball, and those things were dropping.  I didn’t see any, but I heard them, and it’s scary. 
You never know when one is going to come down on you.  And we’re in the movie, watching a
movie, and these air raid sirens go off.  Well, it was no air raid.  I said, “How could it be an air
raid, the Germans don’t have any planes left?”  She said, “No, it’s because of the V2s, they’re
starting to come back again.”  I said, “Well, we’d better get out of here.”  She said, “No hurry.” 
They were so used to it.  She wasn’t the least bit excited or scared.  “No hurry.”  [laughing]  I
guess people get used to things.  

Well, a lot of pleasant experiences and a lot of unpleasant experiences.  We had very
little conveniences.  We lived in Quonset huts in Wales.  Half the time the water was cold when
you took a shower, and you got in and out of there so fast it wasn’t even funny!  You learned to
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take a three minute shower! [laughing]  You’d soap yourself up and get it off and get out as fast
as you could.

Sigler: You were actually with the company in combat about three weeks?

Bernhardt: I would say, approximately, yes.

Sigler: During that time, were there replacements coming in?  Had you lost enough men
at that point?

Bernhardt: Well, you’d have to check with the 1st sergeant about that and he’s unfortunately
gone.  I do recall a couple of replacements coming in.  There were a few, but we weren’t
decimated at that point.  The company really didn’t get decimated until, believe it or not, they
got to the Bulge.  And then they really got decimated there.  And then they filled them back up
again at the Huertgen Forest and they got decimated again.  And you talk about a quirk of fate –
my brother, Joe’s, wife, Marian, her brother was in Company L, the heavy weapons, in the 28th
Division.  He got killed in the Huertgen Forest –  twenty-three years old.  What a coincidence.  I
mean, my brother, Joe, we’re in K Company –  we never knew him.  We never met him.  He met
her later, much after the war, it’s his second wife.  It’s unbelievable, unbelievable.  Sometimes I
think I should just sit down and write a story about it.

Sigler: I think you should.

Bernhardt: Okay, well, I hope you get something out of it.

Sigler: I think we definitely got something out of this one.

End


