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Elmer Holmes Van Schoick, known as Van to family and friends, was the father 
of my husband, George Samuel Van Schoick, one of two sons from his second marriage.  
I never knew George’s father, and have felt that loss for nearly 53 years, because from 
everything I have heard, he was highly thought of.  It was acknowledged by one and all 
that he was a fine man, of excellent character, industrious, smart, a good manager of men 
and a devoted husband and father.  My husband George bears a strong physical 
resemblance to his father and, more important, inherited his steady ways, enormous 
integrity and fine character.  So, one could say that I do know my father-in-law through 
my husband. 

Elmer was born on Flag Day, June 14th, 1889, in Bloomington, Illinois.  He grew 
into an imposing figure, standing at 6 foot 1 inch, with light brown hair, blue eyes and 
fair complexion. He grew up in Bloomington, and in the years before he saw service he 
earned his degree in ceramic engineering from the University of Illinois.  He moved to 
Ottawa, Illinois and took a position with the Chicago Retort & Firebrick Company, 
marrying a young local girl named Marion Ashley in 1914.  She died in the great flu 
pandemic, which swept the world in 1917-18, and it was after her death that he enlisted.  

One of nearly 200 native sons of Illinois who served with the Army’s famous 
First Gas Regiment in France, Van Schoick spent nearly a year overseas in what was to 
be the final year of World War I.  He served with the 30th US Engineer Corps, Company 
D, First Gas Regiment, Chemical Warfare Service.  It was known as the “Gas and Flame” 
or “Hell Fire” regiment. 

He was inducted into the army at Jefferson Barracks, Missouri on December 12, 
1917, trained for war at Fort Myer, Virginia and departed from Hoboken, New Jersey on 
the U.S.S. Agamemnon, February 27th 1918 for the 13-day voyage to France. 

His regiment saw service with ten different divisions during the war, and he was 
engaged in the following battles, skirmishes, and expeditions:  Fere-en-Tardenois, July 
30, 1918; Vesle River, August 5 – 8, 1918; the 2nd Battle of the Marne, July 18 – August 
12, 1918; St. Mihiel August 28 – Sept 9, 1918; Mouelly, September 12, 1918; Argonne-
Meuse Offensive, September 23 – November 11 (Armistice Day), 1918.  During his 
service, Van Schoick was promoted twice, to Corporal in June of 1918 and to Sergeant 1st 
Class in February of 1919.  Unlike so many other young men who served and were 
wounded or died in WWI, he was never wounded in battle and returned home in good 
health.  

He was unique among the Illinois men who served in that terrible conflagration 
during its final year because he alone penned an astounding series of letters home to his 
parents, Mr. and Mrs. Samuel Holmes Van Schoick (and some to his sisters), who still 
resided in Bloomington, Illinois.  These numbered letters (some are missing) are 
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replicated here.  Many years later his sister, Emily Van Schoick, reproduced the letters on 
her typewriter, and they came into our possession when George’s mother, Ruth 
McElhiney, died in 1966.  Unfortunately, the originals are lost to us, but in astonishing 
and intelligent detail, he wrote his family voluminously of his experiences during the last 
year of the war.  These letters were published as a series in the local daily, the 
Bloomington Pantagraph.   

He returned from the Army in January, 1919, and a year later, in January of 1920 
he set down on paper some of his experiences in action at St. Mihiel, France. Some years 
later, in 1925, speaking before his Ottawa, IL. Rotary Club about his remembrances of 
1920, he told the members that his experiences “were frequently on my mind”.  Then 
someone told me that if I wanted to think of them less, to put them on paper, which I did.  
That was in 1919, and to this day, no one else has ever seen this manuscript (the Ottawa 
Daily Republican Times, Saturday, July 11, 1925).”  Those remarks made to the Rotary 
Club are found later in this compendium as the “St Mihiel Drive” and “Halloween.” 

In the following story, in addition to Van Schoick’s letters, you will also find 
interspersed annotated comments he made in the margins of The Story of the First Gas 
Regiment, written by James Thayer Addison, Regimental Chaplain, published by 
Houghton Mifflin Company in 1919.  This book was central to fleshing out the story of 
the First Gas Regiment and Van Schoick’s own story.  One must remember that all letters 
written by the soldiers were heavily censored, and the family never knew from the letters 
exactly where he was in France. Those names were hand-written by a family member on 
some of the newspaper articles after publication and following the close of the war.  They 
have herein been included.  Van Schoick was able to mention some locations toward the 
end of the war when censorship was less harsh. 

So again, this book was of great help in guiding me, as it fleshed out the overall 
experiences of his company, offering place names where he could not. These first-hand, 
pithy, insights highlighted his own experiences during training camp prior to departure 
for the front, and the day-to-day life of a soldier during the phases of the war in which he 
took part.  
 The Van Schoick family has no written information extant recounting how he 
personally got into the war effort, except we know that he enlisted after his first wife’s 
death.  We don’t know the workings of his mind, but Addison’s book gives us a fairly 
good picture as to what motivations might have been pushing him to enlist, in Chapter 1, 
“Beginnings.”   

“The authorization for the creation of the First Gas Regiment was General Order 
108 of the War Department, dated August 15, 1917.  This launched an appeal to the 
public for personnel for one regiment of ‘A Gas and Flame Service.’  The order found its 
way to many prominent gas, mechanical and chemical engineers, to different gas and 
chemical associations, and to the large industrial plants who might have in their employ 
the men…needed. (p. 3) 

“Information regarding the men the Army required for this assignment went out to 
all United States recruiting offices and district engineer officers, and a vigorous press 
played a huge role in making certain that most Americans had an opportunity to learn 
about the new Gas and Flame Regiment.  ‘Most of the articles make good reading, and 
they are worth quoting, even at length, for to their initial efforts we owe so large a 
number of our recruits.’ (p. 4) 
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The Boston Transcript, with a dateline of Washington, October 26:  “Only keen, 
red-blooded men who are desirous of seeing active service are wanted for this regiment” 
– so announces Major E. J. Atkisson, Corp of Engineers, upon whom has been placed the 
duty of organizing the ‘Hell Fire’ regiment with which to fight the Germans.  Officially 
the new regiment will not bear this striking title; although, it is known officially as the 
‘Gas and Flame Battalion’ of the Thirtieth Engineers at Camp American University. 

“Major Atkisson, who is forming this unique battalion, is an officer of the Regular 
Army, a graduate of West Point and Cornell, who has specialized in electrical and 
mechanical engineering…The immediate need is for volunteers…250 privates, 30 
chemists, 12 interpreters who speak French, 12 electrical experts, 24 mechanical experts, 
12 explosive experts, 10 gas experts, 6 blacksmiths, 10 steam engineers, 8 carpenters, 8 
gas engineers, 6 plumbers, 8 pipe-fitters.”   

Van Schoick writes in the margins of Addison’s book, “We were told after we got 
to France that the only experts who were needed were pick and shovel artists and that it 
was up to all of us to qualify as such.” (p. 5) 

The hype continued in the newspaper article:  “The ‘Hell Fire Battalion’ offers a 
real chance for men to perform active service on the battle front.  They will go to France 
earlier than men in many other commands, and they will be at the head of the great 
offensive which supposedly will open in the spring.  They often will be the vanguard of 
the attacking forces, supported by the whole power of the great military organization 
behind them with its thousands of cannon and its hundreds of thousands of rifles. 

“The faith expressed by Army officers of the ability of the United States to teach 
the Germans the war game in the use of their own hellish weapons is based not so much 
upon the possible superiority of American over German chemists as on the inventiveness 
of the American mind in the designing of apparatus for the projection of gases and of 
flames, and, above all, upon the inexhaustible resources of the United States which will 
enable the American troops to make use of an equipment immeasurably better than the 
Germans can command.   

“The time has gone by for any ethical discussion as to the propriety of using gas 
and flames against the enemy.  The Germans started the fiendish practice and are keeping 
it up.  The American preference would incline toward the use of a gas that would stupefy 
and not kill or poison, but the Germans have set the pace and the practical officers of the 
Army realize that their fire must be fought with hotter fire.”  (p. 10-11) 

Van trained at Camp American University, and what follows is a highly colored 
version of what transpired there, reported in the Baltimore “Evening Star”, under the 
dateline, Washington, November 15. 

“If his Satanic Majesty happened to drop around at the American University 
training camp today, he would see the ‘Hell Fire Battalion’ at work and might blush with 
envy.  Throughout the Army”…the boys are known as ‘Hell Fire Boys.’  This name is 
literally true.  A group of red-blooded Americans, most of them youths, are daily training 
in gas and flame fighting and learning how to make a literal inferno in return for German 
‘frightfulness.’ 

“Gas and flame fighting is a new wrinkle in the American Army, but the ‘Hell 
Fire Battalion’ has taken to it as the duck takes to water.  It is a volunteer 
organization…There is a general rush for engineers to get transfers to the battalion, for it 
offers more possibilities of adventure and action than almost any other branch of the 
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service.  The…battalion is going ‘over there’ within a short time.  Today they are 
preparing for the trip.  Full equipment has been issued, and they expect to see action as 
soon as they arrive. 

“They will be immediately to the front, where they will train under actual war 
conditions with French and British ‘gassers.’  Thousands of dollars have been spent in 
research work…They are going to Europe equipped with a gas mask that experts claim 
far surpasses anything in use now.  Moreover, they will take with them gas ammunition 
tanks and tanks of ‘hell fire’ that are recent inventions.”  To which, Van replies in the 
margin, “Bunk.” (p. 10-11) 

The “Evening Star” article continues, “In addition to gas work, the ‘Hell Fire 
Boys’ are becoming smoke artists.  They are practicing daily with smoke clouds.  Over 
the campus at American University they are sending out huge black volumes of smoke.  
In Europe these smoke clouds are used to hide troop movements and to unnerve the 
enemy.  The enemy never knows what is back of a smoke cloud.  It always causes 
nervous excitement, for it inevitably is followed by an attack from some unexpected 
point. 

“There will be but one gas and flame regiment for each American army.  As a 
result of this policy, the gas and flame fighters get a greater variety of action than any 
other unit.  There is no long staying at one place.  They move about quickly from one 
front to another.  Gas attacks always come in the heaviest battles, and the ‘Hell Fire 
Boys’ expect to be among those present at every big attack made by the American 
Forces.”  (p. 11)  Van Schoick adds, “Strange to say, this really happened.” 

There follows the events leading up to Van Schoick’s departure for Europe.  
Company D had trained at Camp American then moved December 5th to Fort Myer.  
Recruits continued to arrive, and we don’t know exactly when Van arrived for training 
during the time period, but he and his fellow recruits, “always referred to this camp as 
Valley Forge,” the weather being miserably cold and snowy. 

“During the week of February 17, the work of preparation was more intense and 
interesting.  On Monday afternoon, February 25 at 3:30, the companies assembled with 
full equipment, and after roll-call marched to the Roslyn Station, near the Potomac 
Bridge, where they entrained with neatness and dispatch,”    To which Van Schoick 
added, “Nothing is ever done in the Army with neatness and dispatch, as our chaplain so 
quaintly expresses it.” (p. 9) 

“After about four hours of waiting and a brief ferry trip, the battalion was 
reassembled on the pier at Hoboken, and before 11:00 a.m. had embarked on the US 
Transport Agamemnon, 22,000 tons, once the Kaiser Wilhelm II.  On the evening of the 
following day, (February 26, 1918), the Agamemnon sailed.  The convoy consisted, 
besides the Agamemnon, of the US Transports Mt. Vernon (the former Kronprinzessin 
Cecilie) and America (the Amerika), joined on March 3 by the US Armored Cruiser 
Seattle, bearing the Secretary of War.” (p. 19) 

It is at this point that he begins the series of numbered letters, the first of which he 
titled: 
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At Sea, March 9th, 1918 
 

Letter #1 
As we are nearing the end of our voyage, I will start a letter, which I will try to 

finish and mail when we reach our destination.  I will number these letters from overseas 
as I expect the delivery will be irregular at times.  The formal heading is also a precaution 
against non-delivery.  I wrote you a short letter before we left the USA, which I hope you 
received. 

The censorship is going to be rigid so what I write must be almost entirely 
personal, and the really interesting things must wait until after “It’s over, over here.” 

I haven’t been seasick or any other kind of sick so far, and I am sure not many on 
this ship can say the same, as we had a couple of days of rough weather, when the mess 
line was very short indeed. 

Our company was on guard duty when we left port, and as I had a station inside 
the ship and was kept rather busy, I didn’t have time for any sentimental farewell 
glimpses, etc. 

We, that is, the guard, slept on deck that night, and with one blanket, a board 
floor, and my cartridge belt for a pillow, it reminded me of J.B.  

Our regular quarters are below decks where we sleep on canvas bunks, and these 
with a life belt for a pillow make a very comfortable bed.  The bunks are in tiers four 
high, and I have a “lower.” 

We have three meals a day, but as one of the boys said, we have them all together.  
Breakfast about eight a.m., dinner at eleven thirty, and supper at four p.m.  Our company 
eats first, but that is immaterial as there is always plenty for everyone.  The food has been 
good as a rule, plenty of fresh meat and butter, which latter was a scarce article at Fort 
Myer.  The bread is unusually good, being baked daily aboard ship. 

Last Sunday was a particularly fine, warm day.  Our routine was the same as 
weekdays, which means that most of us loafed all day long.   

We had stewed chicken and veal for dinner last Sunday, which was delicious. 
My first experience in trying to wash and shave in cold, salt water was disastrous 

to my face and temper, both.  But I obtained a cake of special saltwater soap and have 
been more successful since then.  Ordinary soap absolutely will not lather any more than 
a block of wood in seawater. 

Did you know that sea gulls can always be seen even in mid-ocean?  I don’t know 
whether they are the same ones or not, but there have always been some about this ship. 

We eat our meals in a large mess hall, get the food in our mess kits and carry the 
kits to tables at which we stand while we eat.  To accomplish this in rough weather, when 
you have a cup of coffee in one hand, and the rest of your breakfast in your meat-can and 
cover in the other hand is no easy feat.  On our roughest day, many of the men were upset 
entirely both before and after eating.  Once the boat rolled so that men, mess kits, tables 
and food were piled upon one side of the room indiscriminately, and one doughboy 
landed in the big slop can where we dump the coffee we don’t drink. 

By the way, this whole trip has been one of the best jokes every pulled off on 
Kaiser Bill.  Our company was on guard duty again yesterday, and from my post I was 
able to see the only bit of excitement we have had so far.  I can’t say more than that the 
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result was entirely satisfactory to us and to our cause, and that it was all over in a very 
short time. 

(France – several days later) 
We are now safe in port and I, for one, am thankful that our voyage is completed.  

The sight of land acted as a tonic to the few men who were still sick, and a happier crowd 
you never saw. 

We have had to set our watches ahead about five hours since we left USA, and 
today they changed to “summer time: in France, so we set them ahead another hour.  My 
watch is now seven hours ahead of the time back home (in Illinois.) 

Will not attempt to write more now, but will close with much love to all at home, 
especially yourself and father. 
 

Brest, France March 17, 1918 
 
Letter #2 
 When I finished my last letter, I had not yet set foot on French soil, being still on 
the ship.  We landed a little later and marched through the old French city to a rest camp 
about five miles distant.  One does not see everything to best advantage when marching 
at attention with full equipment, but I did the best I could and will jot down some of the 
things, which I noted. 
 The day was warm and fine, and although the trees were not leaved out, the grass 
was very green and some early flowers were in bloom.  We attracted considerable 
attention, and the people appeared to be glad we were here. 
 Most of the women were mourning, and the absence of young men of military age 
was noticeable.  Most of the workmen we saw were either young boys or old men.  The 
streetcars had women conductors, and all the stores seemed to be tended by women. 
 We saw many French soldiers in their uniforms of horizon blue, some wounded, 
and some evidently home on leave.  I wondered what they thought of us and whether they 
thought we would do as well as they have. 
 The city itself is delightfully foreign looking.  The main street itself is fairly 
straight, but the side streets are very narrow and crooked and shoot off at the most 
unexpected angles.  The houses and buildings were entirely of stone construction. 
 The rest camp consisted of a number of huge stone barracks, built by the great 
Napoleon for his troops, but now used exclusively by the A.E.F. (Allied Expeditionary 
Forces).  The barracks are unheated, but with our blankets and shelter halves, we sleep 
comfortably on wooden pallets.  White bread, beans, bacon, beef, prunes and coffee make 
up our mess. 
 We saw no autos except American Army trucks and the ever present Ford, the 
latter usually disguised as an ambulance.  A movie show in town featured Charlie 
Chaplin. 
 We have had the Paris edition of the New York Herald on several occasions, and 
a newspaper sure looks good.  It is from two to four pages in size and contains mostly 
war news.  We learned from this paper that Secretary of War Baker is in France. 
 After two days at the rest camp, we entrained for a long railroad trip, which took 
us to our present location.  We traveled in third class compartments, which I shall not 
attempt to describe, as they were typical European coaches.  Each compartment is 
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separate and holds eight men.  Doors open on the sides, and one can walk along the 
outside of the train from end to end, but not on the inside.  We carried our rations of 
canned corned beef, tomatoes, pork and beans, and hard bread with us.  We stopped 
several times each day for an hour and eked out our rations with war bread (which I like 
fine), jelly, eggs, etc.  Prices are very high.  I paid six cents for a boiled egg one day and 
nine cents for an egg the next day.  Chocolate bars like we buy in the States for five cents 
cost one franc or eighteen cents. 
 France is a very beautiful country, and I enjoyed the trip immensely.  We saw 
some German and Austrian prisoners working in the field with no guards in sight.  We 
arrived here yesterday afternoon and are billeted in the houses and barns of this very 
small village.  I am living in a large barn, and it is dry and clean so we have no 
complaint.  In later letters I will try to tell you more of the people, the country and our 
life here, but will close now. 
 

France – March 19th, 1918 
 
Letter #3 
 We are now the proud possessors of a very cozy little reading, writing and 
recreation room so I will improve the opportunity by beginning another letter, which I 
will mail later. 
 French villages are very picturesque when seen from the distance of a mile or 
two, especially in a hilly country such as this, where one can look down on them from 
above.  Every house, and, in fact, all buildings, are constructed of white stone and roofed 
with red tile.  The roads and streets are all of hard, white rock, and as there are no ugly 
wooden fences or sheds, the prospect is very pleasing.  But on close acquaintance, much 
of the charm fades.  Cattle, horses, pigs, sheep and chickens are housed under the same 
roofs and in adjoining rooms to those occupied by the human inhabitants.  Fortunately, 
we are billeted in one of the few barns in town which are independent buildings and do 
not have to associate with the beasts of the field, etc. 
 French teams are driven tandem, never two abreast as in the States.  One old man 
here drives a team of two horses and a white ox; the ox being hitched between the horses.  
I saw a team from the train, which consisted of three oxen led by a very diminutive 
donkey and driven by a German prisoner. 
 In this part of France, the bread is baked in round loaves with a large hole in the 
middle like a mammoth doughnut.  This is convenient as the loaf can be slipped over the 
arm and carried conveniently.  The loaves are about the size and shape of an ordinary life 
preserver. 
 I was on guard last night for the first time on foreign soil, but nothing occurred of 
especial interest.  The nights are still rather cold (cold enough to frost), but the days are 
fine and the sun is very hot. 

During our journey here, we passed through a very picturesque river valley where 
the people live in houses built against the cliffs and have part of their homes usually in 
the cliff itself, somewhat similar to the Pueblas [sic] in New Mexico.  This region was 
devoted to the wine industry, and all the land under cultivation was planted with vines.   

Wine seems to be a staple article of food with the French, and the French soldier’s 
canteen is provided with two compartments, one for wine and one for water.  American 
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soldiers are permitted to drink light wines and beer at certain hours.  The penalty for 
drunkenness however is very severe.  Needless to say, I do not partake of either of the 
above. 
 I bought a copy of the Paris edition of the Chicago Tribune this morning.  This is 
a single-sheet paper and contains about the same war news as you get at home.  It costs 
fifteen centimes or three cents.  I am enclosing some US stamps which I had when I left 
the states. 
 Yesterday we took a long hike over the hills, and a dull rumble many miles away 
reminded us that the guns are still pounding away on a very famous battlefield. Van 
writes in the margins of The Story of the First Gas Regiment, they were “marched at 
attention with full packs – an inhuman procedure. “  
 

France – Sunday March 24, 1918 
 
Letter #4 
 We had our first rainy day since arriving here (censored, probably Humes), but as 
we were not called out for any drills we didn’t mind the rain.  Since then the weather has 
been warmer and the nights have been perfect, with a beautiful moon in a clear sky. 
 ”While the First Battalion was at the front during March and April, Companies C 
and D had been spending their first two weeks at Humes, near Langres, in becoming 
adjusted to their new quarters and in continuing the usual drills and hikes (page 32) 
 Thursday I was posted as a first-class private, much to my surprise.  This means 
an additional, $3.36 per month in pay, which is about the only difference between first-
class privates and ordinary “bucks.” 
 Friday our platoon was out of town all day, at work up on one of the hills, and on 
our return we were paid.  This was our first payday since February 5th and was much 
appreciated.  We were paid in French money at the rate of five and seven-tenths francs 
per dollar.  I drew 134 francs, which is more money than I really know what to do with.  I 
think I will make an allotment of fifteen dollars per month, which will be sent home and 
can be deposited to my account or kept by dad till I get home.  I will let you know more 
definitely about this later.  
 Yesterday almost everybody went to a city about (censored) as Saturday 
afternoon is a holiday.  This is a very old town, built on top of a hill and entirely 
surrounded by a high stone wall.  I think the city was founded in the tenth century, and it 
is as delightfully medieval in appearance as one could wish.  I bought the following 
articles: 
 1 French-English pocket dictionary for two francs. 
 1 French-English grammar – four and one-half francs. 
 1 Saturday Evening Post, March 2nd, one-half franc. 
 1 Pocket flash light – six francs. 
 1 Very good meal – four and one-quarter francs. 
 1 Indelible pencil – one-half franc. 
 The prices are not excessive, about the same as in the states, I believe.  We have 
had no mail as yet, but I hope it won’t be long until I hear from home.  If you are sending 
me anything, please include two small jars of Mentholatum, which I find invaluable. 
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France – March 29th, 1918 
 
Letter #5 
 This is Good Friday, and we celebrated by receiving our first mail from the States.  
Most of this mail was addressed to Fort Myer and forwarded to us; although, some of the 
boys got letters sent direct to A.E.F. France.  I got a letter from Alida Ashley, which was 
written March 5th, but unfortunately that was the extent of my mail, and I received none 
from home.  We should have more mail soon, however, and I hope to have better luck. 
 I attended a short service tonight held by our chaplain in the YMCA rooms here.  
I enjoyed the service very much, as it got my thoughts away from our immediate 
surroundings for a few minutes.  Last Sunday evening I attended the regular battalion 
service, which is an open-air meeting.  At that time, we commemorated the three 
members of our battalion who died en route to France.  “Though they escaped casualties 
from attacks, the companies were unfortunate enough to lose three men on the voyage by 
death from pneumonia.” (p. 20) 
 I was on guard last Tuesday.  Our guard went on duty at eight a.m. for twenty-
four hours, and I had the third relief from twelve to two and every four hours following 
for two hours.  It was a beautiful moonlight night, and in a quiet village such as ours the 
guards have little to do but keep walking their posts, so I had plenty of opportunity for 
cogitation and reflection.  The guards were given passes Wednesday afternoon, and I 
went to town.  Luckily I caught a ride on an Army truck, which took me to the Q.M. store 
where I bought chocolate and a ten-pound can of Karo corn syrup.  At the Q.M. 
(quartermasters) store, articles are sold at cost to US soldiers.  Five of us chipped in on 
the Karo, and we have bread and syrup every meal now. 
 We are naturally much interested in the tremendous struggle now going on, on the 
British front, and we look forward to the arrival of the newspapers each day with a great 
deal of eagerness.  I am still very well indeed and hope this finds all at home well.” 
 The Regiment was training with the British, and under their control, “well within 
the active area of the greatest battle in history.  (p. 27)  The portion of front over which 
the platoons were extended included, roughly, the thirty-mile stretch from Ypres to Lens, 
a battle-ground already historic, and on the verge of becoming even more famous. (p. 22) 
 

France – Easter Sunday, March 31, 1918  
 
Letter #6 

It is still raining at intervals, having been at it now for three days, typical April 
weather.  This being the last day of the month, we had muster roll, but have no other 
formation today. 

The YMCA is now here in full force.  They have taken over a seven-room house 
and have the usual conveniences of reading and writing rooms, Victrola and canteen, 
where they have hot chocolate, sweet chocolate, French cookies, and tobacco for sale at 
prices which are much lower than those charged for the same articles in the cafes here. 

I went to church (that is, to the battalion service) this morning at 8:30 a.m.  It was 
a communion service, the Episcopal form being used.  Our chaplain is evidently of that 
denomination.  The service was held in the YMCA house. 
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Yesterday afternoon the company marched to town where we were issued our 
respirators and gas masks. You have probably seen pictures of soldiers wearing the 
former.  They certainly give a man a particularly inhuman appearance. 

  From The Story of the First Gas Regiment:  “While the First Battalion was at the 
front during March and April, Companies C and D had been spending their first two 
weeks at Humes (near Langres) in becoming adjusted to their new quarters and in 
continuing the usual drills and ‘hikes.’  By March 26 all the company officers but three 
had been ordered away for duty elsewhere, chiefly for gas training at Helfaut.  Within the 
next ten days, the battalion had been strengthened by the arrival of [officers] all of whom 
had previously been in training with the First Battalion.  With this infusion of 
comparative veterans, training became more active and specific.  During this period all 
the men received their gas masks, and at the Gas School at Langres attended lectures and 
drills in gas defense.” (pp. 32-33) 

We returned to our billets in time for retreat and mess.  Last night we had a real 
treat.  A concert was given by the Oliver Concert Co., (consisting) of a violinist, baritone, 
contralto and accompanist, and they were all artists in their line.  The YMCA concerts we 
had at Fort Myer were usually very mediocre, but I suppose it doesn’t pay to bring any 
but the best talent over here. 

We have a town crier in this village, who when anything of local importance 
occurs, comes down the street, stops, and beats his drum until he has an audience of three 
or four and then reads his news in a loud voice in good old Pilgrim fashion.  The crier is 
an old man, but occasionally he sends a very small boy out in his place, the drum being 
very near as large as the boy. 

A little girl, not nearly as big as Alice (Alice Van Schoick Audet, Van Schoick’s 
niece), is the village shepherdess.  She has a large, black dog, and together they take the 
flock out every morning and tend to them all day.  Yesterday we passed her as we were 
returning from town.  It was raining, but she had a large cape over her head and was 
patiently standing beside a tree, while the dog kept the sheep off the road and also off the 
ploughed ground.  There are no fences along the roads or between the fields in France. 

There is a large stone tank here around which the women gather to wash their 
clothes.  The blocks of stone, which form the sides of the tank are rough and serve the 
purpose of a scrub board.  The tank is fed by spring water piped down from the hills.  
There are six or seven hydrants on the streets where one can get this water, and as it is 
always ice cold, we have no lack of drinking water. 

Friday we marched to a village some miles distant where there is a great dam 
across the valley, forming a large, artificial lake.  This lake is surrounded by pine woods, 
and I was struck by the resemblance to the lake country of Wisconsin. 

I received another letter from Ottawa yesterday.  It came via Ft. Myer and was 
postmarked March 7th.  Incoming mail is not censored, or at least these letters had not 
been opened. 
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April 6th, 1918 
 

Letter #7 
 This is Saturday night and another week of Army life is behind us.  It was been an 
interesting and profitable week to me, as we have had some very good training.  I am 
writing this in the battalion writing room, and the Victrola, which we brought from the 
States with us is playing “Larboard Watch Ahoy.”  I remember when you and Dad used 
to sing it years ago, and it brought home very close to me. 
 Last Monday it rained all day and we did little work but drew our pay for March.  
I received 156 francs at the rate of 5 and seven-tenth francs per dollar.  Tuesday we had a 
mail call and I got five letters, among which were yours of February 25th, which was 
forwarded from Fort Myer.  I also received Alice’s letter written about the same time.  I 
can’t realize that she is in the eighth grade “already yet.”  You will know how much I 
appreciated your letter.  Our mail delivery is somewhat erratic, but I guess it will all get 
there sooner or later.  All that does come is read and re-read.  I certainly hope that Papa’s 
cold did not amount to much and that your cough is entirely gone by this time. 
 Later in the week I received a copy of the Literary Digest from Brown and today 
some Washington papers from George M. 
 I was on guard detail from one p.m. Wednesday until one p.m. Thursday.  
Nothing of special interest occurred during that time. 
 Yesterday p.m. I got a pass and went to town.  I made a few small purchases, had 
a good meal and returned early.  I failed to get a bath, which was the principle thing I 
went after, so will bathe in the little river tomorrow.  In town I got a Saturday Evening 
Post of March 9th, also a copy of the “Stars and Stripes,” a paper published “by and for 
the men of the A.E.F. 
 I noticed an item in today’s Tribune stating that 34 out of 50 townships in Illinois 
had gone dry.  I wondered about Bloomington. 
 Probably it would interest you to know that our time here is seven hours faster 
than Central (USA) time.  The French railroads use a 24-hour clock, and trains are 
scheduled at such hours as 15 minutes past 17, for example, or as we would say, 5:15 
p.m.  Three o’clock would be 11 p.m., etc. 
 We have had considerable rain lately, and as the weather is warmer, spring is 
almost here.  The trees are not yet leaved out but will be in a few days more.  The season 
is about the same as, I imagine, it is at home at this time.  We have had some rather cold 
weather since we have been in France, but I don’t believe that I have been in a heated 
room more than two hours altogether.  These folks over here are certainly the original 
fuel-savers, but it’s all in getting used to it, and we don’t miss the fire now nearly as 
much as we did at first. 
 A wedding in our village the past week was the principle event.  A French officer 
married one of the village girls, and the attendant ceremonies occupied several days.  
There was much parading by the bridal party, and much staring by the American boys 
billeted here.  The ladies in their best frocks, the men in top hats and full dress, with the 
officer in his showy full dress uniform presented quite a contrast to the rather filthy 
streets through which they strolled.  I wish Emily were here to do justice to such scenes 
with her facile pen. 
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 Figs and dates are very plentiful here, and lately we have had stewed figs at mess 
on several occasions.  Boiled rice and figs, a cup of coffee and bread, make a most 
satisfying meal.  We get lots of bacon, good bacon, too, but I do not care so much for 
meat since the weather is warmer.  But we still have a good deal of beef (fresh), bully 
beef, and bacon (all from Chicago, USA).  There are two things that I never want to eat 
after I get home; one is liver (which we consumed in large quantities while on the boat), 
and the other is canned beef (bully beef) or canned willie, which is used as one of the 
main standbys for emergency rations. 
 The longer I am over here (it’s almost a month now), the better satisfied I am to 
be here.  I am just beginning to realize how absolutely necessary it is for us to win this 
war, and that the only way to win is by completely crushing the brutal Boche. 
 Much love to yourself and Dad and the rest of the folks at home. 
 

 
France – Sunday Eve.  March 14, 1918 

 
Letter #8 

I hope that my letters to you are having better luck than yours to me are having, as 
we have received no mail again this week.  It rained all day last Sunday, but I went to 
town in the afternoon, as my wristwatch had stopped in the morning and refused to start.  
When I got in the jewelry store and took it out of my pocket, where I was carrying it on 
account of a broken strap, it was running okay.  I bought a new strap for two francs, and 
the watch has been keeping perfect time all week. 

It rained Monday, but we had a good day’s work in spite of the weather.  It also 
rained Tuesday, Wednesday, Saturday, and this morning. 

Thursday I was on KP duty, the first time since I left Ft. Myer.  I put in a long day 
carrying wood, water, and peeling spuds.  The whole company was on fatigue duty 
cleaning up the village, which was getting into a very filthy condition on account of the 
continued rain and the mud, which was a result of so much wet weather.  Friday was the 
warmest day we have had so far, and we had formation without blouses in the afternoon 
for the first time. 

We now have a bathhouse here, which was a much needed institution.  The house 
itself is a shed about eight by eighteen feet.  We put in a concrete floor sloped so as to 
drain out to the creek.  Two large galvanized cans similar to those used for garbage at 
home are placed outside, and the water is heated in them.  One takes a pail full of hot 
water inside and scrubs himself good first, then you get another pail of hot water if you 
have a friend there to go out and get it for you, pour it into a can and pull this can 
overhead by means of a rope.  A number of holes in the bottom of the can permit the 
water to shower down, and the result is a perfectly good shower bath at minimum cost.  
The whole company bathed Thursday afternoon, but I didn’t get through in the mess hall 
until seven p.m., so had my bath by candlelight. 

Owing to the weather we had no inspection yesterday.  I took a walk in the 
evening for several miles along the canal.  The canal is bordered by tall poplars, which 
are such a conspicuous feature of all the French landscapes I have seen.  The banks and 
the towpath are as neat and well kept as a city park.  This is also typical of France.  The 
locks are of steel and stone construction, and the lock-keepers’ houses (all the lock-
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tenders seem to be women) are neat stone buildings with the ever present red tile roofs.  
So much different from the old Illinois and Michigan [canal], but it made me long for a 
sight of that obsolete “tadpole ditch.” 

I weighed myself at the railroad station here last night.  I weighed 83 and ½ kilos 
without my slicker or blouse.  By a simple mental calculation, which Emily can do while 
she reads this, I deduced that my weight was 183 and 7/10 pounds.  I weighed 185 with 
my mackinaw on in Washington last winter, so you will see that I am not being starved, 
by any means. 

I went to town this morning, but came back early this p.m.  I got some ink for my 
fountain pen, which was all I bought.  The shops and stores in that city are open as usual 
on Sundays.  They are all making a strong bid for the trade of the prodigal American 
soldier, and almost all the clerks can speak enough English to get by.  One wonders what 
they sold and to whom before the A.E.F. got here in force.  

I wrote Edna (Van Schoick’s sister) a short letter last week, also one to George 
Moulton, but have not written much lately, as we have been expecting mail any time 
now, and I felt that I could write better if I had a little inspiration in the way of a letter or 
two to answer.  Still I feel that it is more important that the folks at home hear from us 
than that we hear regularly from them.  We can guess pretty well what they are doing, but 
while our letters home furnish them with little real news of our work, etc., they can at 
least have the satisfaction of knowing that we are well and being satisfactorily cared for.  
I know this will find you well and Father also in good health. 

 
April 13, 1918 

 
Letter #9 

I wrote you only last night, but today the long-expected mail arrived and I 
received your letters #2, #3, and #4 together with nine others from friends in Ottawa, so 
will answer yours tonight.  It was 11 a.m. when the sergeant got the mail to our billet, and 
he had a stack of letters about 12 inches high.  We started calling them off, but the pile 
was getting pretty low and my hopes likewise, before he called my name.  The letters 
were not arranged alphabetically, but all of mine were almost on the bottom, and the 
ending of the call saw me the proud possessor of twelve letters, a postal card and a 
magazine.  You can get some idea of how eager we were for news from home when I tell 
you that many of the boys were so interested in their letters that they were late for dinner, 
which is an unheard-of-thing in the Army. 

Evidently, the telegrams we had arranged for were never sent, but the card arrived 
very promptly and must have been sent out as soon as we arrived in the French port.  I 
was glad you received the last letter I wrote at port of embarkation, as I feared it would 
be held and sent with the card. 

You speak of the importance of ships, and their importance cannot be emphasized 
too much.  When one has traveled for days over the gray waters of the Atlantic, he begins 
to feel that everything in the world that is desirable is behind him and that the only tie to 
home is the shipping, and that everything possible must be done to strengthen that tie and 
keep the Boche pirates from cutting through the line. 

There is no censorship on the incoming mail to us, and your letters arrived 
unopened, except that two of the envelopes arrived in bad condition.  Please use fairly 
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heavy envelopes as the mail is handled many times before I get it, and a weak envelope is 
bound to give way. 

I am so glad that your health is better, and that your eyes are also improved.  It 
also pleased me very much to hear that you get so much use of the Edison.  Music is such 
a help in times like these when everyone feels the strain of war.  I hope Father’s garden 
sass (sassafras?) didn’t get nipped by any untimely frosts.  I do not care for a copy of the 
Alumni Record (University of Illinois) this time, but will fill out the blank and return it to 
U. of I., bringing it up to date. 

Your letters are certainly great and have done me lots of good.  I only wish I 
could make mine one-half as newsy and interesting. 

Emily’s finances must be improving if she was able to buy a typewriter.  I think it 
will prove very useful to her and wouldn’t mind if she would practice on me.  Edna must 
be located in B. (Bloomington, IL) by this time, and I know you are much comforted by 
her comradeship there.  I got her letter #1 today and took pleasure in showing some of my 
friends the pictures, also H.H.’s tiny newspaper.  I thought his subjects rather gruesome, 
but suppose he was merely following the example set by the life-size newspapers. 

 
April 20, 1918 

 
Letter #10 

This is the first opportunity I have had to use the blue envelope.  You will 
remember that in “Over The Top”, Empey says that “Tommy” uses this envelope for 
letters containing all sorts of news except personal and family matters.  I’ll try to do 
better and keep within the censorship rules.  I suppose you read the article in the S.E. Post 
of March 16th, I believe on the censorship entitled, “More to be Pitied Than Censored.”  It 
gives all the censorship rules.  A new rule has been put in force which prohibits sending 
parcels to soldiers without an enclosed order from the soldier countersigned by his 
company commander.  In case I need anything in particular, I will send you one of these 
orders.  Just now, there really is nothing that I particularly want that I cannot obtain here. 

Going back to the censorship again, let me know if my letters have been cut up 
much.  I have tried to stay within the limitations, but may have overstepped the bounds in 
some particulars. 

The weather continues very cold and cloudy.  The fruit trees are in bloom, but the 
season seems to advance much more slowly here than at home. 

We turned in our campaign hats yesterday and from now on will wear “overseas 
caps.”  I don’t remember seeing any of these in the States, but all American soldiers in 
France, officers and men, must wear them.  They are a brimless cloth cap and seem to be 
sort of a cross between the jaunty Scotch cap and the ugly German service cap, of which 
you have seen pictures.  Our captain (he is not the same officer we had in the States) says 
they make a man look like a monkey.  I suppose we will get used to them gradually.  I 
was sorry to part with my campaign hat as it was a most serviceable headdress both in 
rain and hot, bright sunlight. 

Yesterday afternoon we were unloading some trucks which had just come in.  One 
of the men took a large tin funnel, such as is used to fill the gasoline tanks on the trucks, 
and placing it on his head, said, “How would this do for a helmet?”  A little five-year-old 
French boy who was standing near, ran up, a picture of rage, and striking the soldier with 
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his little fists, tried to snatch the funnel off his head, exclaiming, “Boche, Boche, no 
good.”  The Boche has planted a hatred for himself in even the little children, but it was 
the first time I had seen it crop out so violently.  There certainly was but very little 
resemblance to the Boche spiked helmet in a tin funnel, but the little kid got the “point” 
in a hurry. 

There is one point I have meant to mention in previous letters, which I have 
neglected.  At home you are liable to picture the American soldier as subject to a number 
of unusual temptations when he gets to France.  From what I know of our own 
organization, there is less vice among the men here than there was in the States.  There 
wasn’t much there, either, in this company.  The stories circulated at home that a large 
percent of the American forces are in the hospitals with venereal diseases, is an absolute 
lie and is probably a part of German propaganda.  I wish Father and Howard (Van’s 
uncle), as well as Paul (son of Howard, Van’s cousin) would talk it down as much as 
possible.  A traveling man can do much good in that line.   

The same applied in a lesser degree to drunkenness.  Just at present our town is 
absolutely “dry.”  I am only speaking about what I have seen myself, but from my 
observations a very overwhelming proportion of the men over here are leading cleaner 
lives than they did in civil life.  The people at home ought to be as proud of our men in 
this respect as they will be later on when we get Fritz on the run. 

We are going to lick Germany, lick them neatly, thoroughly, and as quickly as 
possible and then back to the best country on earth.  I believe that expresses the spirit of 
the A.E.F., at least that’s the way we see it here. 

I didn’t intend to write this kind of a letter when I started, but I’ve got these things 
off my mind and won’t have to write of them again. 

Much love to all, especially yourself and Dad. 
 

Sunday P.M., April 28, 1918 
 
Letter #11 

Last Monday a small party of us came up to this village to get things in shape for 
the rest of the men.   
“During the time of this April training, steps had been successfully taken by Regimental 
Headquarters to secure for the use of the 30th a large area east of Chaumont, part of which 
had already been assigned for use as a Gas Service Experimental Field.  A village in that 
area, La Ville-aux-Bois, was assigned to the First and Provisional Battalions.” ( page 34) 
In the book’s margins, Van writes, “I was sent up with a detail a week ahead of the rest to 
clean up this place.  It certainly needed cleaning.”  
 It was noon when we got here and raining as usual, but after we had a good cup of 
hot coffee and a sandwich or two, things began to brighten up a little.  It certainly is 
remarkable how much a soldier comes to depend on coffee.  I drink about three pints 
daily and with no bad effect at all.   
 By evening we had a field kitchen set up and the cooks had a good meal ready for 
us.  We also had cleaned out a big barn for our billet and had our bed sacks filled and 
were well fixed for the night.  We worked hard all week cleaning up the town, and this 
afternoon I am off duty for the first time since last Sunday.  The rest of the men got in 
Friday night, and we are all very comfortably fixed by this time. 
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 This village [La Ville-aux-Bois] is about the same size as the last one we were at, 
but being off the railroad line is a much, more quiet place.  We are the first American 
troops to be billeted here so we had a big job cleaning streets, draining low places, etc.  It 
is about five miles from here to a city of considerable size.  I have been to town twice, 
but each time it was with a truck to get supplies, so have not had time to look around 
much. 
 After the company got here, I was changed to another billet, also in a barn.  It is 
really better than the one I was in earlier in the week as there are no leaks in the roof.  In 
the former billet, there were several places, which were always wet when it rained, and as 
it rains almost every day, a tight roof is quite a convenience.  Thursday morning when I 
began to dress, I found that one of my shoes had been acting as a cistern and was over 
half full of water, which had dripped in during the night.  As we all have three pairs of 
field shoes, it was simply a case of digging another pair out of my barracks bag. 
 On Wednesday I got your letter #1, which you wrote before we left the States.  I 
also received a couple of magazines and a small box of cake from Lida Ashley.  The cake 
was mailed March 3rd, but was still edible; although, in rather a compressed condition. 
 Last Sunday morning we had a football game between the first and second 
platoons of our company.  I played left guard for the first platoon, and we won 18 to 
nothing.  There were no casualties; although, I half expected to be one as I never played 
in a real football game before.  I don’t believe we will play again as it is time for baseball 
now. 
 

April 30th, 1918 
 
Letter #12 
 I have just come off guard after a tour of duty lasting 28 hours.  I had it pretty 
easy, however, as my post was only a night post, and I was on duty only from six to 
seven p.m. and eleven p.m. to one a.m.  The balance of the time I loafed, except for a few 
hours this afternoon when I “chased prisoners.”  This is not as exciting as it sounds, as it 
consists of following three or four of our men around with fixed bayonets while they 
clean the village streets.  The prisoners are usually those who are inclined to imbibe a 
little too much “vin rouge” or something stronger and find themselves in the guardhouse 
as a result. 
 The YMCA is giving a movie show in its tent tonight, but I was not much 
interested; although, it has been months since I have been to the movies. 
 The company is still hard at work moving manure piles from front yards to the 
fields, making little ones out of big ones, i.e., breaking rocks, for walks, trimming hedges, 
etc., etc.  It seems to be a rather round-about way to lick the Boche, but it’s all necessary 
and to use our captain’s favorite expression, “It’s just gotta be done, men” – with the 
accent on the “gotta.” 
 I went to the church service Sunday evening and was much refreshed by the 
chaplain’s little talk, which had to do with loyalty to ourselves and our regiment. 
 We now have quite a few of the men here who have been in active service, and it 
is very heartening to talk to them as they have done the things which we will do later and 
have not suffered much in doing them.  They went up on the line without being nearly as 
well trained as we will be in methods both defensive and offensive.   
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 From The First Gas Regiment:  “The day after its arrival at La Ville-aux-Bois the 
Provisional Battalion…was joined by the First Battalion, fresh from the British front; and 
for nearly four weeks they were quartered together.  Life on a regimental scale was then, 
for the first time, possible.  Companies C and D had their first opportunity to rub 
shoulders with ‘veterans,’ and to absorb, in any quantity their credulity allowed, stories of 
adventures and achievements on the British front.  The faint air of superiority easily 
pardonable in young ‘veterans’ seldom prevented cordial good feeling among the four 
companies; and sharing experiences as well as receiving instruction was a stimulus to the 
men of C and D.” (pp. 34-35)  
 Van Schoick later added to the book’s margins, “They were all heroes to us then.  
But only for a little while.” 
 I heard the regimental band practicing yesterday afternoon, and the music sure did 
sound good; although, I must admit that they showed that they needed practice. 
 We already have a reading and writing room opened up here, and the YMCA will 
be open in a day or two.  We are going to have movies in the Y tent later on. 
 We have a good deal of fun with the French people the first few days we were 
here.  About the only French word I am real sure of is “oui.”  An excited Frenchman 
comes up and talks volubly for a minute or two.  We listen, not comprehending a word, 
then nod our heads, and someone says, “Oui, oui, Monsieur, you bet we’ll all go home as 
fast as we can as soon as the war is over.”  Then with perfectly serious faces we go on 
with our work and the Frenchman goes away, both parties being satisfied. 
 While there were only a few of us here, we bought eggs and had some very good 
dishes in addition to our Army rations.  We had rice pudding made with eggs and figs, 
and real pancakes, ‘nough said. 
 Much love to all, especially yourself and Dad. 
 

May 2nd 

 
 Will continue my letter this fine warm evening.  The weather has been fine almost 
all week, and we are all developing a beautiful coat of tan and sunburn.  Again I wish I 
had my campaign hat. 
 I will probably leave here in a day or two for a point nearer the front and on 
detached service.  I do not know just what the facilities will be for mailing letters when I 
am away from the company, so if there is an interruption in my correspondence, do not 
be worried. 
 The city near which we are billeted contains the General Headquarters of the 
A.E.F.  I was enabled to go into town last night because of my Masonic affiliations.  All 
the Masons stationed here were given passes last night, and we were also allowed to use 
two of the trucks to take us in.  We attended an informal meeting of the Army Masons 
stationed in this vicinity, and I spent one of the most enjoyable evenings since I have 
been in the service.  We met in one of the rooms of the YMCA hut, and I got acquainted 
with quite a few Illinois men who are stationed at G.H.Q. 
 Today we had our first regimental review, and I marched behind the colors and 
regiment standard for the first time.  It is very seldom that one sees a flag of any kind in 
connection with troops on active service.   
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 From The Story of the First Gas Regiment:  “The most striking celebration of our 
new unity as a regiment was given in a review of The 30th held by Colonel Fries on May 
3 at the Gas Experimental Field – a day when hardly a man could help feeling, with 
something of a thrill, what the past seven months had seen achieved and what the next 
seven might hold in store.  And from then on a schedule of steady training was set in 
operation…for D by instruction for NCOs and later for all the men, in Stokes mortars and 
projectors.  Meantime, in the Regimental and Battalion Headquarters, the task was being 
planned and pressed of getting the 30th ready for front-line warfare.” (pp. 35-36) 
       

Saturday p.m., May 4th 

 
 I will finish this rather rambling letter now.  We had mail from the States today, 
but much to my disappointment I received nothing from Bloomington.  I had a letter from 
Alida Ashley written April 11th, also several other letters from Ottawa and a box of 
stuffed dates from Ashleys.  One of the letters stated that Bloomington went dry in April.  
Hope it’s true. 
 I am enclosing a little remembrance for you, which I picked up several weeks ago 
in _____________. 
 We went about four miles this morning in motor trucks to get a chance to bathe in 
a canal.  It surely was a much appreciated treat.  Will close now, with much love to all. 
  

France – May 12, 1918 
 
Letter #13 
 This is Mother’s Day, and everybody connected with the Postal Service between 
here and home has promised to speed this letter on its way.  The “Stars and Stripes” has 
been after everyone in the A.E.F. for several weeks urging them to write home today, and 
it has had the cooperation of the Army, Postal, and YMCA officials.  I happened to be the 
first man in our billet to bring the boys’ attention to the significance of this day, and I 
think each one of the thirty men in this barn will write today. 
 I have special reason to be thankful today as I received your letter #7 last night 
and had the satisfaction of knowing that my letters had at least begun to arrive.  If my 
letters prove only one-half as interesting and as helpful to you and Father as yours are to 
me, I will think of myself as quite a wonderful letter writer.  Sometimes I write under 
some difficulty as to conditions, but if I fail in coherence and clarity of construction, etc., 
I will never fail to put a world of love in each letter home. 
 Last Sunday I went to town in the morning and stayed all day, spending most of 
my time at the YMCA hut.  I wrote a few letters there and read some month-old 
newspapers from the States. 
 Monday I received your letter #8.  I suppose business reasons were the principal 
causes for changing the name of the German-American bank. 
 Bloomington having gone dry by such a large majority will probably stay on the 
right side this time. 
 I hope that Fifer’s prediction as to the duration of the war is fulfilled.  He 
probably knows more about when the war will end than we do.  The only thing I am 
really sure about is that we will win decisively sooner or later. 
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 In my letter last week, I spoke of being sent on detached service.  I have heard 
nothing further and do not know when I will go.  In addition to your letter #7, I received 
Edna’s second letter, as well as six or eight from Ottawa friends.  We never read a letter 
over here once and let it go at that, but usually read them at least three or four times so as 
to be sure we haven’t missed anything. 
 We received our pay for April last Friday, and I drew 169 and ½ francs at the rate 
of five and 7/10 francs per dollar. 
 The overwhelming success of the third Liberty Loan was very welcome news to 
us.  The folks at home certainly seem to be getting into the game in great shape, and are 
showing the spirit which will help to end the war quickly. 
 Our company has adopted a French war orphan, and each of us has given a few 
francs toward the support of the child.  A plan has been worked out whereby each 
company in the A.E.F. will contribute to the support and education of one of these 
unfortunate victims of the Boche, and ours was one of the first companies to get in line.  
Five hundred francs will take a child out of the war zone and support him for one year. 
 Many of my Ottawa friends who got commissions in the training camps last 
summer are still in the States teaching recruits to do “squads east and west,” and I 
wouldn’t trade jobs with any of them.  The possibilities of seeing and doing things here 
are so great that I feel sorry for any young man who, either through necessity or 
inclination, misses a trip to France this year.  It’s the only place I want to be at a time like 
this. 
 We continue to get good food and plenty of it; in fact, the best of everything.  But 
nothing is too good for Americans, whether at home or overseas. 
 Will close now with a world of love to all and especially yourself. 
 

Sunday Evening, May 12 
 
 After I had written and mailed my letter to you today, I wandered over to the 
YMCA where I picked up this leaflet.  On a poster in front of the tent, I found the 
following poem, written today by a member of Company C.  It has been raining all day 
today. 
 
Mother’s Day in France 
 
It rains but the world is mellow 
In a soothing sort of way, 
Like the world is weeping, weeping, 
For our mothers far away. 
Who knows, she may be praying, 
And low is her head of gray, 
Prayers for her gallant soldier 
On this, his mother’s day. 
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There is nothing so sweet to a soldier 
As thoughts of his mother dear. 
It seems he thinks about her more 
When a day like this is here. 
 
Let your letters be long to your mother, 
On this, the 12th of May, 
Make her think that your life is pleasant, 
Make her know you are feeling gay. 
 
And though the day is rainy, 
Though the sun gives never a ray, 
Make believe the birds are singing, 
For today is our Mother’s Day. 
 

France – May 18th, 1918 
 
Letter #14 
 I received your letter #7 postmarked April 22nd, yesterday, so you can see that the 
mails are speeding up.  I hope that our mail home is making equally good time.  I also 
received Edna’s letter dated April 24th, as well as seven letters from Ottawa friends.  I 
certainly have been fortunate to have received so much mail since I have been overseas, 
but as I have not been able to answer every letter or even half of them I fear the mails will 
not be so generous in the future.  I know that Edna will consider this an answer to hers.  
Several have written asking me to send requests for certain articles which they wish to 
send me.  But I haven’t sent any so far as I really have, or can get, everything I really 
need here.  And after all we appreciate letters more than anything else folks back home 
could send us. 
 I was interested in what you wrote about the old letters.  I don’t remember the 
incidents you mentioned except in a sort of vague way.  So much has happened in the last 
ten years; that is, to me personally, that it seems even longer than that since I was a 
callow freshman at U. of I. 
 I’m afraid I’ll have a little trouble wearing my old clothes when I get home, as I 
am so much heavier.  But I suppose they can be adjusted, and “all-wool” clothes are very 
valuable articles at present and probably will be for years. 
 I dreamt last night that I was home and was telling you all about our trip on the 
good ship [Agamemnon].  I told you that the main dining room where we had our mess 
was big enough to hold our whole house at home.  I felt quite provoked when Howard 
questioned my word, but after waking up this morning I decided that I had exaggerated 
the size a little.  It certainly would be great to write all about names, places and our 
duties, but that would leave little to talk about after the war. 
 Have you received two policies for $5,000.00 each from the government?  If not, 
let me know in your next letter, as I am insured for $10,000.00 and am paying $6.90 per 
month on that amount. 
 France is at last living up to its name as a sunny country.  It has been hot and clear 
all week, and the sun beats down as it does in July and August back home.  Summer is 

 20 



coming on fast, and the country is as beautiful as a picture.  Around here the hills are not 
very high, and the landscape is a little like that in Illinois, except that there are no fences, 
telegraph poles, houses or barns.  All the farmers live in villages and go back and forth to 
their fields.  There are a number of thick woods in this vicinity, which lend a pleasing 
variety to the landscape.   
 These woods are the haunts of wild boars.  On account of the damage done to the 
crops by these animals, which come out into the fields at night, the government pays a 
bounty of 50 francs per head.  The natives claim to have killed eighteen near this village 
last winter.  I have seen a little wild boar pig following a couple of Yanks just like a dog 
would.  He was the mascot of a certain company of Engineers. 
 We are still wearing our O.D. uniforms, heavy underwear and heavy sox, and I 
understand that we will wear them all summer.  This sounds a whole lot more 
uncomfortable than it really is.  For our work, heavy clothes are almost a necessity the 
year around.  We have been doing some night work and will have more and more of it as 
time goes on.   
 From The First Gas Regiment:  “By May 21st, preparations, both at the post and at 
the front, were so far completed that the First Battalion received orders to move, and the 
following day the battalion set out in trucks for the Toul sector of the American front.  
The 30th was now ready for independent offensive action.   
 “After the departure of the elder unit, the Provisional – Van’s unit – resumed its 
solitary career, and the work of instruction went on.  That same night the first class in 
Stokes mortars finished its course by holding what one member termed ‘Commencement 
Exercises’ in the form of a successful ‘show,’ giving the men their first experience of the 
tense moments as ‘zero’ hour approaches.”  (pp. 36-37) 
 I don’t understand your reference to a code name for a soldier.  I never heard of 
such a thing.  We each have an identification number on our tags, and the U.S. Army post 
offices are known by number.  But if I have a code name, I never heard of it. 
 Today being Saturday, we cleaned up our section of the village, had a bath and 
stood inspection this afternoon.  It seems like an endless task to keep these little towns 
clean, but we do keep them clean by being on the job all the time. 
 I suppose Emily’s school is out by this time and imagine that she is not feeling 
sorry that her time is up.  When I get home, we can compare American and French 
methods of farming, as we have both had opportunity to observe the respective methods.  
For some mysterious reason, these peasants do not plow or cultivate their fields in 
straight lines, but in long curves (illustrating in the letter) like this or this.  I will try to 
find out the reason some day when I have nothing to do. 
 The family that occupies the house section of the barn where the first platoon is 
billeted consists of a mother and two little boys and a hired girl, who also cultivates the 
farm and tends to the cattle, etc.  The husband, a soldier, of course, was home when we 
first came but has since left for Algiers.  He was a prisoner in Germany for two years and 
is now on light duty in Africa.  The kids are very fond of the Americans, and they have 
already learned to swear fluently in English.  Unfortunately, the swear words seem to be 
the easiest of any to learn.  It has just occurred to me that I don’t know any of their 
names, family or given, except the hired girl, whom the boys call Rosy. 
 I enjoyed reading the clippings, which you enclosed.  I always give them to the 
other boys after I am through with them.  It is surprising as to how little we really know 
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about the big battles here, as the foreign editions are much more closely censored than the 
American papers and contain little but the official communiqués.  But, of course, what 
interests us most is home news. 
 I am in the best of health, but have had a little trouble with my eyes owing to the 
bright sun and no hat brim for protection.  When we are out working, I put a card or 
envelope above my eyes so that it shades them, and that helps a whole lot. 
 Will close now, as I have been scribbling long enough.  I know this will find you 
and Dad, as well as the rest of the home folks, in the best of health. 
 

France – May 23, 1918 
 
Letter #15 
 Having heard a little rumor that ten men were wanted from our billet to do a little 
fatigue duty this evening, I decided to take refuse in the YMCA tent until the men were 
picked, as I didn’t feel much like working tonight.  Will start a letter now, which I will 
probably finish later. 
 We worked last night and the night before until 12 p.m., and I was busy all day 
today doing some carpenter work (a man has to do a little of everything over here), so I 
have not had much leisure the last few days. 
 Last Sunday night Bishop Brent, headquarters chaplain for the A.E.F., talked to us 
here.  He has been an Army chaplain for 15 years and has been all along the Western 
Front in connection with his work.  He read a chapter from Maccabees (I never heard of it 
before) concerning a woman and her seven sons who were all tortured to death because 
they would not violate their Mosaic law.  He emphasized the moral as well as physical 
courage they showed, calling attention to the fact that almost all men have physical 
courage enough for any occasion but that many lack moral courage to endure the tedious 
and monotonous hardships of Army life.   
 He said the British fleet has shown the greatest moral courage in history during 
this war.  They have had to be always ready and watchful, but have had hardly a chance 
to fight.  His talk did me (as well as all of us) a great deal of good, as we are often 
inclined to be fretful about this waiting and training period, and are perhaps a little over-
anxious to get into the big game up on the line. 
 A couple of American girls came out from [General Headquarters] a day or two 
ago and gave us a little concert in the “Y” tent.  They were not especially talented or 
beautiful, but being fresh from God’s country and so typically American, they made a big 
hit.  Their best number was one of those catchy, popular songs, which we hadn’t heard 
before, entitled “And Everything.” 
 I have been made an acting corporal or squad leader.  A corporal has the meanest 
job in the Army.  He has to do about as much work when on detail as a private, and in 
addition has to be more or less responsible for the actions of the seven privates in his 
squad.  If he stands in well with the men, he is liable to be “broken: (reduced for laxity or 
inefficiency), and if he doesn’t get along with the men, they won’t work at all for him.  
So he will be broken anyway.  The phrase “between the devil and the deep sea” fits his 
case exactly.  Realizing these things, I am not exactly rejoicing at this pseudo-promotion.  
I told the captain that I was only taking the squad through a sense of patriotic duty, as I 
was afraid it would tend to spoil my big vacation I have been having since I enlisted. 
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 Officially, however, I am still a private first-class, and maybe if I am lucky, I will 
never be a corporal.  Corporals are a necessary evil, as one can never be a sergeant (that 
is, in this regiment) or even a second lieutenant, (which next to a private is the best and 
easiest job in the Army), without first serving a term as corporal.  The captain was kind 
enough to say that a man of my ability and experience (I admitted having lots of both) 
ought to be able to make good even in this rather speedy company.  I like the captain 
because he is so much like C.S. Reed, and I know what he is going to say, about three-
fourths of the time, before he gets the words out of his mouth. 
  

Saturday Evening, May 25th, 1918 
 

 We got our mail tonight, and everybody is happy and good-natured as is always 
the case when the mail comes.  I received your letters #8 and #9, also Howard’s and 
Emily’s.  I received three letters from Ottawa, also one from Mr. Reed.  I will try to 
answer Emily’s later on.  I have not had time to re-read all the letters, and the clippings 
will be saved ‘till tomorrow.  I appreciate all of the news and agree that it is better to send 
clippings than whole newspapers.  I won’t attempt to answer your letters now as I like to 
re-read them during the week and write a little from time to time. 
 Don’t you think that it would be better not to publish even extracts from my 
letters in the “Pantagraph?”  I don’t think they can be of much general interest, and I 
write them only for you and Dad and the folks at home – and the censor (I almost forgot 
about him.) 
 I have a little bulletin board in our billet for company orders, etc.  I tacked up two 
of the cartoons I received tonight so all the boys could see them.  The two I selected were 
entitled, “When a Fellow Needs a Friend” and “Swivillian Heroes in Washington.”  They 
made quite a hit with the boys. 
 Mr. Reed wrote me quite an interesting and patriotic letter, lamenting that he 
could not serve more actively than by buying bonds, etc.  His letter happened to end in 
the middle of a typewritten sheet, and the stenographer, Miss Johnson at the Chicago 
office, could not resist the temptation to finish out the page with a little note of her own, 
which I thought was a very thoughtful thing for her to do.  I don’t think Mr. Reed could 
object, either, as she was Hooverizing on white paper. 
` I like to hear from Howard and hope he will find time to write again.  Will close 
now, with much love to all. 
 

France – May 28th, 1918 
 
Letter #16 
 I am billet orderly today.  In each billet, a man is left on guard all day to prevent 
loafing of men supposed to be at work or drill and to guard against theft and fire.  Not 
having much to do, I will start this letter, which will finish later.  Billet orderlies are 
usually chosen from the sick, lame, and lazy, and since I have been with my company, I 
have been fortunate enough to keep out of the above classes until yesterday. 
 I was with a detail yesterday afternoon, which was sent after a load of tobacco.  
We had backed into position to unload the boxes (I was standing on the high piled truck 
near the back end), when the driver jerked the truck forward, contrary to orders, and I 
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was thrown to the ground, a distance of about ten feet.  I was shaken up pretty well and 
got a bad bruise on the hip, but wasn’t knocked out.  The lieutenant in charge sent me to 
the infirmary in his side-car, where they painted me with iodine and marked me duty.  
The lieutenant said that he knew I’d get home all right as no man had a right to take a fall 
like that without serious injury. 
 Speaking of iodine reminds me of a story in last week’s “Stars and Stripes.”  An 
Army doctor was making a trip in a Ford when the machine went wrong and died.  The 
chauffeur worked with it quite a while, but was unable to start it, and the doctor became 
more and more nervous.  Finally the doctor asked, “What on earth can be the matter with 
the ---- thing?”  The driver looked up with an expression of disgust and said, “Paint it 
with iodine and mark it duty.” 
 Some of the men went down to the canal Sunday, taking the path through the 
woods.  They caught a little red fox about as big as a half-grown kitten, and we are 
keeping it in the billet.  If a wild boar pig can be tamed, I see no reason why we shouldn’t 
make a pet out of the fox.  The latter underscores the reference to the following from The 
First Gas Regiment: 
 
 “Compensation for continual learning, digging, and carrying came partly in the 
form of increasing interest in new problems, made real by the prospect of action close 
ahead, and partly in the form of many outside diversions.  Some pursued the hunting of 
wild boar, which always resulted in more hunting than boar; others entrapped foxes or 
hedgehogs who assisted the regiment as mascots…” (p. 38) 
 
 Your mention of ordering coal for next winter reminds me that, as far as I know, 
the French use no coal except for industrial purposes, at least not in this part of the 
country.  Wood is burned instead, and they are very economical of that.  I have seen a 
French housewife build a little fire in a very small corner of the stove just when she was 
ready to cook a meal.  She had the thing down to exactly that when the dinner was done, 
the fire was out, every bit of heat being utilized.  They have some very handsome stoves 
in some homes, being covered with glazed tile of various colors and designs.  Many of 
the stoves are white or light blue.  When trees are cut or trimmed for fuel, every bit of the 
wood is utilized, down to the smallest twig.  The larger pieces are sawed and split into 
lengths about the same as our cord wood, but all the fine branches are tied together into 
bundles, hence, the bundles of fagots which we used to read about in fairy stories. 
 We live next door to the village church, which is reputed to be 900 years old.  I 
haven’t been inside the building, but it looks its age on the outside.  Around the church is 
the graveyard (a very small one) with its monuments, crucifixes and artificial flowers and 
wreathes.  These permanent decorations are a feature of all the French cemeteries. 
 It is our impression here that the papers at home were a little too pessimistic about 
the results of the last drive, and about what America is doing.  A little story from the 
“Stars and Stripes” makes the same point.  Private A., “Where you goin’ tonight, Jack?”  
Private B., “Oh I guess I’ll go down to the Y and absorb some gloom from the home 
papers.” 
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Wednesday, May 29th 

 
 Much to my surprise, we got mail again last night.  Your #10, Edna’s #4, and a 
letter from George Moulton were my share.  George is still enjoying his bomb-proof job 
at Washington, is a sergeant, has been recommended for a commission, and is thinking 
“seriously of getting married.”  He, like the Negro in Edna’s story, probably wonders 
why they didn’t start the war long ago. 
 Do not worry about the Mentholatum, as I still have quite a little, and restrictions 
may be lifted before winter when I will really need it.   
 If the letters which you have received were as good as Edna intimates they should 
be world beaters by now, as I am getting so I can forget about the censor when I write. 
 I enjoyed reading Dr. Pettit’s letter as I was personally acquainted with him, never 
favorably impressed, however. 
 I wish it were possible for you to get out into the country occasionally, as I think 
it would do you a world of good. 
 Emily has my best wishes and optimistic hopes in anything she undertakes.  She 
is grown-up, has a bright, determined mind, and will surely find her niche in the world’s 
affairs sooner or later.  I would say “hands off” and let her work out her own salvation 
with the “best o’ luck.”  My own method is to ease into things gradually, being naturally 
of a rather timid disposition, lacking greatly in self-confidence, but have usually arrived 
or at least made a good start.  In my own estimation, I am convinced that my acceptance 
as a soldier at J.B. on December 12th last, was the greatest victory I every won.  I’d be 
fully content to remain a private, but my conscience is getting a little uneasy (“man of my 
education, experience, etc.”, “patriotic duty, etc.”, so I suppose I’ll soon be working my 
head off for a commission.  Of course I can get it, if I really make up my mind to go after 
it. 
 With one of the greatest battles ever fought going on today, I spent the day 
peacefully nailing tarpaper on our new mess hall.  It’s hard to feel very heroic under such 
circumstances. 

Thursday, May 30th 

 
 Today is Memorial Day, and we were given a half-holiday.  There was no special 
ceremony here, but at some of the large camps, I believe the A.E.F. is celebrating the day 
suitably. 
 I have turned over 200 francs to the YMCA today to be sent home.  This amounts 
to 35 dollars and eight cents and will come in the form of a draft.  Dad can keep this 
money for me until I decide where I want it placed.  Let me know as soon as the draft 
arrives. 
 I certainly was glad to hear that your health was so much improved.  I feel sure 
that you will continue to enjoy the fine weather, which you must be having by this time.  
It continues dry here, but has not been so hot this week as last.  
 Will close this rather disconnected letter now, with much love to all. 
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France – Wednesday, June 5th, 1918 
 
Letter #17 
 Four a.m. of this perfect June morning is a most unusual time to be starting a 
letter, but as I feel like writing and am not liable to be interrupted, I will proceed.  I am 
on guard duty again, but this time am acting as corporal of the guard so do not have to 
walk post during my relief.  I am seated at a little table in the guardhouse with a lighted 
candle before me, the other reliefs snoring peacefully about me, and our unfortunate 
comrades who happen to be spending a few days “in the jug,” sound asleep overhead. 
 We received mail last night.  Your letter #11, Emily’s second letter, two from 
Ottawa, and a cheery little note from Ralph Brown made up my quota. 
 I am indeed sorry to hear of Father’s accident; I hope he is able to be around again 
long before you receive this. 
 The birthday greetings were appreciated; although, I had forgotten that I was so 
close to another milestone.  Everything over here dates from enlistment and more 
especially from the eventful night when we left, I suppose I must still say, “an Atlantic 
port.”  I suppose you know that after six months foreign service, every man, from 
General Pershing down, wears a little V-shaped gold service stripe on the cuff of his left 
sleeve.  Another stripe is added for each six months, and some lucky boys already have 
two of them.  I have already earned one-half of one (sounds Dutchy). 
 As I was posting my guards at three a.m., I saw long streamers of light rays 
stretching across the heavens from east to west.  I told the men it was the zodiacal light (I 
guess it was and had to give some explanation, as it could not have been artificial). 
 We have had some very good addresses at the “Y” tent by Dr. Marsh of a 
Methodist church in Pittsburg, PA.  I have heard him on three different occasions and 
enjoyed his sermons.  It takes real nerve to preach a regular sermon to soldiers, but I told 
the boys that only a M.E. preacher could do it and “get away with it.”  This is what I 
mean.  So many of the YMCA men try to sugarcoat their religious talks and ease them 
into us before we get wise, but I admire a man that will preach and come right out and 
admit he is preaching and not “addressing” or “lecturing.”  
 I should think that Uncle Wes ought to come across with a little bigger 
subscription on the Liberty Loan.  But I don’t suppose he gets much encouragement from 
Nellie and Aunt Mary. 
 We put on a really clever minstrel show at the “Y” tent the other night.  I mean 
our company did, as I was only a spectator.  We have quite an array of talent, and 
everything went through splendidly.   
 “…a group of talent in D Company produced a minstrel show at which (as the 
home paper would say) ‘a good time was had by all.’  The good time of the officers was 
perhaps due less to their figuring in the actors’ jokes than to the presence at the show and 
at a later supper and dance of the ‘telephone girls’ from G.H.Q.”  (page 38).  To which 
Elmer adds in the margins, “Most of the officers got pickled to the gills that night.”  
 We had as our guests a number of American girls who are members of the Signal 
Corps acting as telephone operators at G.H.Q. and our officers.  The girls came out here 
from ____ especially for the show.  The girls wear a sort of uniform dress of dark blue, 
white collars, white armband and the dark blue overseas cap of the same type as the 
officers wear.  The girls must be able to speak French and English equally fluently. 
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 Last Sunday afternoon I went down to the canal, taking a path through a ravine in 
the woods and across some open fields.  The fields were a wonderful sight, owing to the 
enormous quantities of white, yellow, purple, and red wild flowers.  Buttercups, daisies, 
poppies and many others literally cover some of the meadows.  The poppies are a brilliant 
red and are quite striking when first seen.  You may be interested in hearing that we have 
a large bouquet continuously on our writing table in the billet.  It certainly seems queer to 
see the brilliant flowers, held in a large Karo corn syrup can and backed by an array of 
rifles ready for any eventuality, as President Wilson would say. 
 I have written two or three letters to Ralph Brown and was rather amused to hear 
that the Utica postman (whom I never even saw) insists that he delivers my letters to 
Ralph personally and then stands around until Ralph reads them to him. 
 The weather continues to be ideal, bright sunshine each day and not so warm as 
two weeks ago, or are we becoming used to it?  One effect of the sun-over-seas cap 
combination has been to cause our eyebrows to bleach out several shades lighter than 
their natural color.  I noticed mine for the first time yesterday, and the effect is quite 
startling at first sight. 
 Emily might send me Raoul’s address, but I suppose that there are about ten 
chances to one that I will never see Paris.  I can hardly realize that if conditions were 
different and this was peace times that I could reach Paris in a certain number of hours 
from here.  It seems just as far away as it did before I ever thought of coming to France. 
 Besides the soldiers in the guardhouse, I have to keep me company two dogs, both 
of which followed us up here from our last billets.  One is a very small and very fat little 
puppy of mongrel breed who answers to the name of “Cognac,” which the boys 
pronounce “Coniac.”  The other is Don.  Don is a black poodle considerably larger than 
our old Bozzie, but just as expert at playing ball as Bozzie was.   Don follows the 
company everywhere, whether to drill, work or play, and is a good soldier.  Our drill field 
at ----- was on top of a high hill and about two miles from town.  Don followed us all the 
way out and back one warm day in April; although he had an injured foot and could only 
hobble on three legs.  When we finally got back, he just plumped down flat in the middle 
of the road completely exhausted, and we had to carry him out of the way of the motor 
trucks.  Another little dog which the boys called “Feenesh,” was run over by a big Army 
limousine and finished. 
 

June 6th, 1918 
  
We went out on our special work this morning, but came in at noon and will have the 
afternoon off as we are going to put on a little practice “show” tonight.   
 “After a small projector “show”…a much larger one was staged on the night of 
June 6, when The 30th gave its first public exhibition of projectors and mortars in action 
before an audience which included several generals and many other distinguished guests 
from General Headquarters. (p. 37) 
 I can’t think of anything more which would be interesting to you and 
uninteresting to the censor, so will say goodbye for this time. 
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France – Sunday June 9th, 1918 
 
Letter #18 
 Saturday night is the ideal time to receive mail, and we were so fortunate as to get 
a large consignment last night.  I again carried off the honors for this billet, receiving nine 
in all, including your letters #12 and #13, Edna’s, Howard’s, and five from friends in 
Ottawa.  The clippings were all read with interest. 
 The news in Howard’s letter of the big wheat crop in prospect and the big 
increase in hogs available was particularly encouraging.  We get lots of bacon in our 
mess; in fact, the mess sergeant tells me that 33 and one-third percent of our meat ration 
is bacon.  Bacon and boiled potatoes, coffee, bread and syrup are one of the staple 
breakfasts. 
 I’ll put in a joke here for the same reason that the average preacher interpolates 
them in his sermons.  The “Stars and Strips” is responsible for this one. 
 A soldier appeared at a field dressing station with a wound in his chin.  The 
doctor said, “How’d you get that?”  The soldier said, “I was leaning against a barrage 
when it lifted, and I fell against the trench.” 
 I’ll keep the four-and-seven-leaf clovers which Alice sent me for good luck; a 
person can’t have too much of that over here. 
 One of the clippings mentioned the work of the Salvation Army.  I haven’t been 
near enough the fighting yet to meet up with the S.A., but all the boys who have been 
upon the line are loud in their praises of the work the Salvation Army is doing there.  
They give more freely and more generously than the YMCA; although, this mustn’t be 
considered a knock on the latter. 
 Edna’s mention of the airplane you saw reminds me that we see many of them 
every clear day.  Sometimes they are so high as to be invisible, and we only know of their 
presence by the hum of the motor.  A certain number of machines are housed very close 
to our village, and I have had several opportunities of examining them at close range.  I 
certainly wish that I could have qualified as an aviator, as it is the greatest game of all. 
 The published letter you sent written by Corporal Bill interested me as I went 
through many of the same experiences.  At Fort Myer we used to sweep the floor, dust 
the lockers, etc., then sweep the floor again, then dust the lockers and so on, sometimes 
as many as twelve times in one day.  Here it is a little different, but everything must be as 
clean as possible under the circumstances. 
 Streets must be swept every day, and the billets, of course, are always kept clean 
outside as well as in.  Then on Saturday morning we all pitch in and clean things up 
thoroughly for the regular inspection.  We have very few sick men, and I think this 
scrupulous cleanliness is largely responsible for our good health record. 
 I surely hope that Father’s injured toe heals rapidly; although, I don’t believe that 
the enforced rest from “active service” can do him anything but good.  I know how much 
you appreciate his company and Emily’s after your long, hard winter when you were 
alone so much. 
 I don’t suppose that I will be able to find time or material for a separate letter to 
Edna, but I know she will get to read this.  I sincerely hope that the results of Paul’s work 
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will prove entirely satisfactory; although, I realize that he is starting out under somewhat 
difficult conditions this year. 
 I didn’t care much for the way my letters were mishandled by the Pantagraph, or 
were they really as bad at the reprint?  Of course, these letters are yours to do with as you 
see fit, but I would suggest that very little of what I write is either suitable for publication 
or of interest to the public in general. 
 
                                                  Wednesday, June 12th 
  
Tonight at 11 p.m. I will have completed my first six months’ service in the Army.  The 
time has gone very rapidly, but at the same time it seems ages since I was a civilian. 
 I went to the dentist this morning to have my teeth examined and cleaned.  Our 
dentist is a very conscientious young man and a good workman, but he was unable to find 
anything wrong with my teeth.  I am sure that had it been in civil life my dentist would 
have dug and scraped and drilled about twenty dollars’ worth.  There are quite a few 
advantages in Army life, which do not appear on the surface. 
 I believe I wrote you about the French soldier who lives here and who left for 
Africa shortly after we arrived.  He returned last week and is now busily engaged in 
helping with the haying.  He was dressed in a very fantastic uniform, a red fez on his 
head, blue jacket, and trousers ornamented with gold braid.  Both the trousers and the 
jacket being cut like a Turk’s or Arab’s.  He is a sergeant and had been engaged in 
drilling some French colonial troops.  These African troops can usually speak French as 
well as their own lingo.  One of the standard jokes over here concerns an Alabama Negro 
in the infantry, who remarked about one of these colonials as follows:  “Dat sure is the 
most ignerrant nigger Ah evah did see.  He cain’t talk his own language.” 
 

Thursday, June 13th 

 
 We were out last night and I didn’t get to bed until about two a.m. this morning.  
Got up in time for breakfast at 8:30 and have been snoozing off and on every since. 
 I receive the “Literary Digest” regularly, but I have been unable to make 
connections with the “Saturday Evening Post” lately.  I wish you would send in a 
subscription for me to the Post, having it addressed the same way you address my letters.  
This will furnish me with about all the reading matter I will have time for. 
 I am hoping that the mail will come in again in a day or two and in the meantime 
will start this letter on its long journey westward.  With much love to all. 
 

France – June 16th, 1918 
 
Letter #19 
 It is Sunday evening and almost time for lights out, but I will write a page or two.  
Maybe you would be interested in knowing just what I did today as it has been a typical 
Sunday schedule.  At seven a.m. the bugle sounded first call, the sergeant yelled 
“everybody up,” and I came back to France from Bloomington, rolled out of my blankets, 
swore at the war and the Army and dressed.  At 7:15 the sergeant yelled, “Everybody out 
with rifles,” and we fell in and marched around the corner for reveille at 7:20.  After 
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reveille, we marched back to the billet, washed, made beds, and fell in line for mess at 
7:45.  We had our regular Sunday morning meal of hot cakes, syrup, and coffee.  After 
breakfast, I had a shower bath, changed my underwear, O.D. shirt, sox and shoes, shaved 
and took my soiled clothing up the road to Madam X., who will wash them for deux 
francs cinquarte centime.  I returned to the billet and read Booth Tarkington’s Seventeen 
and wrote a short letter to Lida Ashley, which occupied the time ‘till noon. 
 At 12:15, mess call sounded and I went over to get my steak, mashed potatoes, 
bread and coffee. 
 This afternoon three of us, and Don, the black poodle went out into the woods for 
a walk.  We found quite a few wild strawberries, small but of excellent flavor, threw 
sticks for Don to retrieve, speculated on why the mail didn’t arrive, and got back to the 
billet about 4:00 p.m. in hopes the mail had come, but found it hadn’t.  I read Seventeen 
until the boy came out from ---- with the newspapers and then read the meager war 
dispatches and fell back on Seventeen as more exciting.  At 5:10 p.m., we fell in for 
retreat, and at 5:15 stood at “present arms” while the band played the “Star Spangled 
Banner.”  Then mess again at 5:30, cold, canned roast beef, cake with dried applesauce, 
and the ever-present bread and coffee.   
 This evening I helped the family here pitch hay into the barn until 7:00 p.m., then 
went to the “Y” tent for the evening service.  The sermon was a dandy one preached by a 
YMCA worker who I bet was from Alabama, as he had no use for the letter “R.”  I think 
his name was Taylor, but none of the other boys agree, so he will have to be nameless.  
Writing this letter will conclude the day’s festivities.  I would like to give you a weekday 
schedule, too, but the censor would probably find it too interesting for home 
consumption. 
 

Tuesday, June 18th 

 
 I have just returned from a lecture given by Lieutenant M. of the Interpreters Corp 
of the French Army.  His subject was the “Geography of France,” and was very 
interesting, to say the least.  France is one-fifteenth as big as the States, but has almost as 
great a variation in climate and scenery as has our own country.  In area it is as large as 
Illinois, Wisconsin, Indiana, and Michigan combined.  Enough of statistics.  I won’t 
bother with them again, but thought the little facts given above might give you some idea 
of this wonderful little country.  The Lt. has lived in the States and is a very well-
educated man, as well as a charming speaker.  Last week he spoke on “Legends of 
France.” 
 You know that all branches of the Army have distinctive insignia, such as crossed 
rifles for the infantry, a castle for the engineers, crossed cannon for the artillery, etc.  
What could be more suitable for the interpreters’ corps insignia than a sphinx head?  That 
is what they wear, a small sphinx head on each coat lapel. 
  

Wednesday evening, June 19th 

 
 I have held this letter hoping that the mail will come, but believe that I will mail it 
tonight and write again later. 
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 We had another very good talk at the “Y” tonight by the daughter of the Belgian 
Prime Minister.  Her command of the English language was perfect, and her story of the 
sufferings of her people under the German yoke was wonderful.  I am sure we were all 
helped by her eloquence and strengthened in our determination to soak the Boche good 
and hard. 
 Will close rather hastily as it is time for lights out.  With much love to all. 
 

France – Sunday June 23rd 

 
Letter #20 
 This is a bright, cool Sunday morning, but I don’t feel quite as chipper as usual as 
I was on guard all night last night, acting as corporal, and got very little sleep.  But I’ll 
make up for that deficiency tonight. 
 It has been very cool here the last week, and yesterday when we were inspected in 
our ‘going away outfits’ (full packs, tin hats, respirators, rifles, etc., ad infinitum) we 
wore our winter mackinaws and were not uncomfortably warm, at that. 
 The next time we move I guess I will have to worry along without my barracks 
bag, which means that I’ll carry everything I am liable to need on my back.  This is quite 
a blessing in a way, as a barracks bag corresponds to an attic or a spare room in a house, 
in that you keep a lot of things in your bag, which you never use but which you hesitate 
to leave behind or throw away.  I have carried things half way across the States, over the 
Atlantic and across a good part of France and never used them at all.  Of course, I never 
carried my bag on my back or anything like that, but still I have had to handle it around a 
good deal.  Our bags will probably be stored here so I will get mine again sometime later. 
 The mail hasn’t come in yet.  It is over two weeks since any of us have heard 
from home, which reminds me that when we are so distant from each other and the means 
of communication is so slow and uncertain, that we all must take for our motto, “No news 
is good news.”  I’ll bet I get a raft of it when it does come. 
 Before me on the wall is a blue print made from a map of this town [La Ville-aux-
Bois], which reminds me of a story; it is true, too.  Every town where Yankee troops are 
billeted has a town major who is a lieutenant or captain in the US Army.  His duties are to 
arrange with the French “Maire” to billet the soldiers and to adjust with the Maire all the 
differences between the troops and the civilians.  When we first came up here one of our 
lieutenants, who was to act as town major, went to the mayor and asked him if he had a 
map of the village.  The mayor replied that he had a map, but that it wasn’t quite up-to-
date and that some of the newer buildings were not shown.  Upon examination the map 
proved to be 102 years old, and no corrections or additions had been made to it since 
1866.  And the best part of it is that the map was just about complete as only two 
buildings had been built since 1866.  Imagine trying to use a map of Bloomington which 
had not been corrected for fifty years.  This village, like probably ninety-nine percent of 
all those in France, has its La Rue Grande, along both sides of which for about one-half 
mile the houses and barns of the town are clustered. 
 We have about sixteen prisoners in the guardhouse here, all soldiers who are in 
for minor offenses against the discipline of the Army.  They are not allowed to have 
wine, tobacco, reading matter or food in the guardhouse, so they try their wits against 
those of the guards to smuggle such contraband articles in.  Last night two of the men 
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were allowed to go out under custody of a guard to fill three canteens with water.  They 
went to one of the water bags and filled their canteens in the presence of the guard, then 
asked the guard to take them on to the latrine, which he did.  In the meantime, having left 
their canteens by the water bag, a friend of theirs who had recently been released from 
the brig, filled two of the canteens with red wine instead of the water which had been in 
them, leaving the third canteen full of water. 
 When they brought their canteens back to the guardhouse, the man with the one 
full of water presented his for inspection first, while the other prisoners tried to slip in 
unobtrusively.  The corporal of the guard insisted on examining all three canteens, 
however, and as a consequence we have about two quarts of “evidence as exhibit A.”  
The two “wise men” are languishing in solitary confinement today in the cellar of an 
empty house and are subsisting on bread and water, temporarily at least.   
 Most of the men now in the guardhouse are from other companies, as our captain, 
knowing his men, has stated that any man who is sent to the brig from D Company will 
be transferred out of the company and as a consequence will be left here when we go to 
the front.  I don’t suppose a German soldier would consider that anything but a reward, 
but to our men it is the worst punishment that can be meted out. 
 

Monday, June 24th 

 
 I didn’t have time to finish this letter yesterday so will write a few more lines 
today just to fill out the page.  I have been sitting here quite ten minutes trying to think of 
something to write about but haven’t succeeded, so will say goodbye and will write in a 
day or two.  With much love to all. 
 “By the middle of June Companies C and D had been brought up to full strength 
through drafts upon Company Q…On June 26th a regimental order constituted 
Companies B and D as the First Battalion with Major Watson in command, and 
Companies A and C as the Provisional Battalion with Major Crawford in command.  To 
begin active work with Company A, Company C left La Ville-aux-Bois on June 22nd for 
the camp at Lagney; and on July 2nd Company D set out to join Company B in the lively 
sector behind Chateau-Thierry.  The period of overseas training was at length concluded, 
and a second fighting battalion was ready to take the field.” (p.38-39)  
 Elmer adds, “I had left ahead of the company on June 26th.  We had a fine trip via 
motor truck and camped two nights on the road.” 
 

France – Saturday June 29, 1918 
 
Letter #21 
 I am under the impression that I got away from my last billet just in time to miss 
the mail and that now I will have to wait until it catches up with us, which should be 
sometime next week.  It is three weeks today since we had a real live mail call.   
 We had quite an interesting trip to this place.  We came via auto truck and had a 
good opportunity to do a lot of “rubbernecking” on the way over.  We bivouacked a 
couple of nights, sleeping in our little pup tents and cooking our meals on the little 
portable field kitchen.  It was quite an interesting experience as soldiers now days don’t 
do very much camping out. 
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 We received a very cordial reception from the people along the route.  The 
American soldiers seem to be getting more popular all the time over here.  The first night 
we camped, all the children and dogs as well as some of the old folks came out to sit 
along the side of the road and watch the process.  I felt as if I was the member of a circus 
troupe as the kids showed as much interest and seemed to be having as good a time as an 
American kid would have when a circus came to town. 
 We have a dandy billet here, one of the best we have struck yet.  Needless to say 
it is a barn, but a clean barn with plastered stone walls and a concrete floor.  There are no 
animals in the same section or even very near us so that helps a whole lot, especially in 
hot weather.  This barn is part of a series of barns, hay sheds and dwelling houses, which 
are built around three sides of a large courtyard.  They are all built in one solid block, and 
the forth side is enclosed by a stone wall and an iron gate.  The whole group of buildings 
forms a little farm community, which will accommodate three separate families and all 
their possessions under what is practically one roof. 
 To go back to the trip again – we were fortunate enough to camp on two different 
occasions close to cities of medium size.  I spent two interesting evenings exploring these 
towns; although, I will never find any so interesting to me as the first two or three I 
visited after arriving in France. 
 Two airplanes have just sailed overhead toward the front.  The first one had no 
markings that I could see while the second showed the Allied colors and appeared to be 
pursuing the first, as I could hear the sound of machine gun firing.  We hear the buzz of 
motors every few minutes now, but usually the planes are so high that I cannot pick them 
out against the bright, blue sky. 
 On our way here we passed several places where German prisoners are kept at 
work.  They seem to be very contented with their lot, and from the small number of 
guards I saw, I should say that it isn’t much of a job to keep them from escaping. 
 We have new overseas caps now, brimless, but much jauntier and of better 
material than the others were.  In one of the cities we came through, I met some troops 
who were still wearing the campaign hats.  As usual, the first question I asked was, “How 
long have you been over?”  The reply was, “Oh, about three weeks, but you guys haven’t 
been here that long as they hadn’t begun to issue those caps yet when we left the States.”  
The campaign hat and the canvas legging are the badge of the rookie in France, but the 
lad hadn’t been around enough to find out such important details. 
 Our road led through part of one of the famous battlefields of this war.  The only 
sign that the armies had ever struggled there were the little wooden crosses scattered here 
and there through the fields of wheat and oats and in the meadows.  Each grave seemed to 
be enclosed by a little fence of woven branches and twigs, and in some cases the soldier’s 
cap still hung, weather-beaten, on the little cross.  I am more than a little impressed by the 
wonderful, cheerful spirit shown by the French people.  No one goes around with a long 
face, and even the widows in deep mourning always have a smile and a “’Bon Jour, 
Monsieur” for the Yankee soldier.  Every bit of land seems to be under cultivation; 
although, there is only the labor of the old men, women, and children to keep the wheels 
turning.   
 There must be some good in war when it brings out the noble qualities of a people 
as it has done in the case of the French.  If America only does one-half as well as France 
has done, we will win a swift, complete victory. 
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 I know that this will find you and Dad well and in good spirits.  I feel fine, eat all 
I can get hold of, and can sleep anyplace at almost any time.  From what I have seen and 
heard and read, I see no good reason why I shouldn’t feel very optimistic about coming 
through safe and sound.  Of course, accidents will happen, but if a fellow plays the game 
strictly according to the rules and doesn’t try to run counter to orders, he has a splendid 
chance of coming home ”jake.”  Much love to all. 
 From The Story of the First Gas Regiment:  “By July 3rd, the First Battalion had 
reached the famous sector behind Chateau-Thierry.  Battalion Headquarters, after ten 
days at Saacy, was moved to La Ferte-sous-Jouarre; Company B was billeted at 
Montmenard, and Company D, some 1500 yards distant at Rougeville.  The nearest front 
line, held at first by the Second and later by the Twenty-sixth Division, was about nine 
miles away.  We had no sooner been lodged in this busy neighborhood than Battalion 
Headquarters opened its campaign to secure us a field for action…Partly, however, 
because of the unstable and informal condition of the front, partly because the probability 
of both a German offensive and an Allied counter-offensive was in the air, and partly 
because plans for gas warfare seemed to many to be novel and even trivial, no practical 
opening was given us; and two weeks slipped by with our powers regretfully unused. 
 “There was little to be done to fill the time.  The men, who naturally chafed at the 
lack of opportunities for which they had so long and so carefully been trained, had to 
occupy themselves with cleaning up the villages, undergoing gas-mask drills, playing 
games, taking ‘hikes,’ bathing in the Marne, and occasionally digging projectors into the 
back orchard and solemnly exhuming them again…That others were at war close by was 
brought home to us by much varied aerial activity, by shelling once in a while very near 
to B Company’s village, and by an air raid on La Ferte, where the railroad station was 
totally ruined by bombs.” (pp. 56 – 57)  
  Elmer adds in the margins, “I helped clean up this mess.  The Boche came over 
in captured British planes, and, flying low, made talcum powder out of the stones in the 
building.  It certainly was a total ruin, as were a couple of poor French soldiers who were 
in it at the time.” 
  
 

France – July 4th, 1918 
 
Letter #22 
 I am celebrating the Fourth by being on duty all day, having gone on guard at 
eight p.m. yesterday, but as there is not much to look after I think I will have time to 
write a page or two. 
 The mail finally arrived on July 2nd, and I received your letters #15 and #16, 
Howard’s fourth letter, and the clippings you both so kindly sent.  The “Stars and 
Stripes” promises us that we will have better service again now as two of the mail liners 
were being repaired.  I expect there will be delays from time to time, but all my mail 
seems to reach me eventually so I haven’t any kick coming.  I fare better than many of 
the lads in the matter of letters, etc.  I was busy when the mail came in and asked one of 
the boys where the sergeant was with the letters.  He replied, “He’s up at the other end of 
the street, and he’s getting round-shouldered from carrying yours around with him.” 
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 I hardly think that Howard will be called on for service, even next year.  But there 
are so many jobs in the Army, for all sorts of men, that he would find it no trouble to 
locate one where he could use his business experience.  Men of his age will certainly not 
be called for active service when there are still so many young men in “bomb-proof” jobs 
both in the States and over here.   
 I was glad to hear that Father’s toe was healed and that he was able to get back to 
the service again.  I haven’t read all the clippings yet, but am saving them for this 
evening after I am off duty. 
 I know Emily has had some funny experiences in the newspaper office and would 
appreciate hearing from her when she has time to write. 
 Some Negro troops from Georgia were working with pick and shovel at one of the 
base ports in France.  It was very warm, and suddenly one big coon who had been 
working very hard threw down his shovel and said, “I’se Russia, I’se free.”  
 I was given the rating of corporal on July 1st so in the future you can address my 
mail accordingly, until I lose the stripes or gain more. 
 About the only edibles we can buy here are eggs and milk.  Eggs sell for forty 
centimes (eight cents) each, and milk is twenty-five centimes a cupful.  Our cups hold 
about a pint and a half.  We get a mixture of French and American rations here, but have 
been very well fed so far.  The French army bread is not as good or palatable as the war 
bread which the civilians use.  It is baked very hard and dry, and it requires a sound set of 
teeth to get away with it.  The boys claim it was baked before the war and would have 
been used for building material instead of stone, had it not been for the present need of 
bread.  Soaked in coffee or milk it is quite good. 
 We have no YMCA service here but are hoping that they will catch up with us 
soon. 
 Last night the artillery was very active again.  Being up part of the night on guard 
duty, I had a good opportunity to hear the guns and see the flashes.  Some of the big 
shells fell in the valley below us, but not near enough to suit the boys who are beginning 
to think that this particular sector is not as exciting as they were led to believe it would 
be.  I suppose we will all get enough of it, however, when we really get to work. 
 The most interesting things we see are airplanes, which fill the sky with their 
buzzing on every clear day, and the smoke from the anti-aircraft guns.  The anti-aircraft 
shells in bursting leave a little powder puff ball of white smoke floating in the air, which 
gradually expands until it assumes quite large proportions.  Sometimes there will be as 
many as fifty of these little balls of smoke in one group when the guns put up a barrage. 
 The Germans were here for a very short stay in 1914.  Now, don’t be 
disappointed, for I have no atrocity stories; they were too busy for much devilment while 
in this vicinity.  The old Frenchman in whose barn we are billeted says that they 
confiscated his entire supply of wet goods.   
 Sixty men tried to drink three hundred bottles of wine and fifty bottles of booze.  
As a consequence they got ingloriously drunk, and being unable to drink all the spirits, 
they poured what was left out into buckets, set the buckets on fire and had a regular war 
dance around the blazing alcohol in the courtyard of the farm.  He says they were drunk 
for three days, and it made me wonder if it is not true that the well-stocked wine cellars 
of France did more to save Paris in ’14 than any other factor.  I must close now with 
much love to all, especially yourself and Father. 
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France – July 8th, 1918 

 
Letter #23 
 This has been another one of those clear, hot days of which we have had so many 
lately.  If it was always summertime and dry, life in the Army wouldn’t be half bad.  We 
have not had very much to do since we came up here, so I have had opportunities to 
explore some of the surrounding villages; although, it has been too hot to do a great deal 
of voluntary hiking. 
 Saturday afternoon I walked to a little town about six kilometers (a kilo. is five-
eighths of a mile) from here.  The road led through a pleasant country of fields, patches 
of park-like woodland and meadows, where the peasant folk were still busy with their 
haying.  We passed two country homes or chateaux, each set in the midst of a thick 
growth of trees and shrubs and the whole surrounded by a stone wall at least ten feet 
high.  In times such as these, such homes or estates are either closed up altogether or used 
for military purposes.   
 Going on farther we followed the road as it curved down into a beautiful little 
valley, where we could count three or four small towns, besides the one we were to visit.  
We then came to a park, just outside the town, and found that it was being occupied by a 
number of French cavalrymen.  I believe that this park was also a private estate as it 
contained a large residence, besides immense stables, a conservatory, a fine flower and 
vegetable garden, etc.  After “bon jouring” the soldiers, we came into the village, which 
was decorated with the American and French colors, a holdover from the “Fourth,” I 
suppose. 
 We were pretty thirsty by this time so we made for the village well, only to find it 
surmounted by the sign which read “Eau Non-Potable,” whereas we were looking for 
“Eau Potable.”  We sat down in front of the café, which had a notice on the door that it 
would not be open until seventeen-thirty p.m. (it was then about fifteen p.m.) and pretty 
soon along came a French soldier.  Now, we frequently talk to the French in English, and 
they shrug their shoulders and reply in French.  And as neither knows what the other 
says, we both smile, say “bon jour” and part.    
 So I said to this soldier, “Say, pardner, could you tell us where we could get a 
drink of water?”  And must to my surprise, he replied, “I beg your pardon, what did you 
say?”  I couldn’t have been more surprised if a post had begun to talk, but I managed to 
repeat my question.  He was a little astonished at anyone wanting water for drinking 
purposes, which proved he was a true Frenchman, but he finally called an old lady, 
explained our wants to her, and she led us to a spring about one-fourth mile away where 
we finally quenched our thirst.  This soldier talked English, not American, and there is a 
vast difference between the two languages. 
 We also met another soldier a la Francais who insisted on showing his wounds, 
removing what garments were necessary to make the exhibition a success.  He had been 
shot through the stomach, arm, shoulder, and leg, was slightly drunk and wished to sell us 
one of his medals of valor and a leather pocketbook, which he claimed to have obtained 
from a German officer at Verdun.  We finally broke away from him and started back to 
our billets, which we reached in time for mess. 
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 My duties as corporal don’t weigh very heavily on me, and I rather enjoy the 
authority and responsibility connected with the job; although, there isn’t a great amount 
of either.  I have a fine squad, all big six-footers like myself and good workers when 
there is real work to be done.  The squads may be rearranged later on, but at present I 
have the first squad of the first platoon. 
Front rank. 
 #1 A machinist from Massachusetts. 
 #2 A bacteriologist from South Dakota. 
 #3 A chemist (very young) from Cleveland, Ohio. 
 #4 Myself, from Illinois. 
Rear rank. 
 #1 A lumberman from Minnesota and Wisconsin. 
 #2 A Finnish farmer from New York. 
 #3 A structural ironworker from Connecticut. 
 #4 A chemist from Pennsylvania. 
 
 This squad is probably a fair sample of the variety of professions, trades, and 
residences throughout our company.  The war is certainly going to do a great deal to help 
Americans to get acquainted with each other, no matter how far apart their lives may 
have been before the war. 
 No mail has come in since early last week, but I don’t think there will be any long 
delays again.  The ban on packages has been lifted, and I may send an order later on for 
some things which I may want.  I understand that nothing can be sent without an order 
signed by my company commander. 
 Things have been pretty quiet along this part of the front for the past few days.  
We hear the guns only at night, and they don’t disturb us much even then.  I slept through 
quite a lively shelling bee a few nights ago; although, many of the boys were up watching 
the gun flashes and listening to the whistle of the shells which were dropping some 
distance from us. 
 Keep well and don’t worry about me, and I’ll do the same. 
 

France – July 13th, 1918 
 
Letter #24 
 I have a few minutes of leisure before it is time to fall in for inspection so will use 
the time in this way. 
 The mail came last Tuesday, and I received a number of letters, the most 
important of which were yours #14 and #17 and Edna’s dated May 24th and June 5th.  All 
the clippings came through, too, and were read with the usual interest.  I won’t feel bad if 
Edna fails to write each week, as I know how busy she is, but if she will write whenever 
she has the time and the energy and is in the mood, I won’t feel a bit slighted.  I think I 
have received all of your letters, the one numbered 14 being the only one which was 
delayed.  I didn’t hear from Emily but still have hopes. 
 I received a long letter from Pearle Wilson, which I enjoyed reading and which I 
have already answered. 
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 Please let me know if you have not received the insurance policy by this time, and 
I will take the matter up through the proper channels. 
 I think I have acknowledged the receipt of the little box of Mentholatum.  I was 
interested in reading the old letter, which you enclosed.  My penmanship is even worse 
than it was years ago. 
 I think that Father did right in turning down the copper proposition.  It might be 
okay, but he wouldn’t be sure of it, and I should think that at this time only very safe and 
sane investments would be tempting.  When I was in Colorado last fall, I saw whole 
mountainsides pitted with holes, which had been started for mines, and which had failed 
to strike the right kind of ore.  For every successful mine there must have been one 
hundred failures, and I was astonished at the amount of money which must have been 
sunk in those barren cliffs. 
 I think I have found out why the French cultivate their fields in curved lines 
instead of straight.  In the first place, they only do this in sections where the soil is very 
thin and the country is hilly.  It is done to conserve the soil, to prevent it being washed 
away by heavy rains.  If the land were plowed in straight furrows, the water would rush 
down the furrows with great velocity, carrying a heavy burden of soil with it, and the 
hillside would soon be barren.  The curved lines keep the water from moving so fast, and 
consequently the soil is not washed away as it would be in the other case.  This is my 
own explanation, and it may be all wrong. 
 I was amused at what you quoted from Empey’s book regarding the advisability 
of greeting a Frenchman with “Vive la France.”  Two of us met an old man trudging 
along a road one day, and I said, “Bon jour, Monsieur, vive la France.”  He looked at me 
a minute and then said, “A bas la France, vive la Belgique.”  You see, he was a Belgian 
and wanted us to know it.  Then recognizing us for American soldiers he became all 
smiles and said, “Vive la Amerique,” and friendly relations were again established.  The 
Belgians seem to consider themselves the especial protégés of Americans and are rather 
inclined to be a little jealous of the privilege. 
 The clippings from Leslie’s, which Edna sent are still making the rounds of the 
billet.  
 We have been out several nights lately, hiking and putting some finishing touches 
on our special training.  The war seems to come much closer at night.  Sometimes a 
whole day will go by and we don’t hear a shot fired, but the guns always get busy after 
dark.  The air is full of rumbling and booming, and the sky is lighted from horizon to 
horizon with flashes, which are just about like heat lightning in appearance.  We can also 
see the red, green, and blue signal lights, which look like Roman candles, and an 
occasional “Very” light or star shell.  This continues all night long but usually dies out 
after the sun is well up.  
 I have written out an order for some small articles, and it is now awaiting the 
captain’s signature.  If I get it in time, I will enclose it in this letter; if not, in the next.  
You will have no trouble getting the razor blades; be sure they are for the “Ever-ready” 
razor.  Two of the small twenty-five cent jars of Mentholatum will be sufficient.  In 
regard to the candy, you can use your own judgment, but each piece should be wrapped 
separately.  Hershey’s nut bars or something similar would be very acceptable.  Any kind 
of cocoanut candy would also go mighty good. 
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 Would it be too much trouble for Emily to send me a copy of the poem which 
contains the lines about “The walrus and the carpenter?”  One of our men is quite an 
expert at memorizing verse, and I would like to have him add this to his repertoire. 
 Among the things now being issued to us which are sort of extras are matches, 
candles, soap, and tobacco.  A man can really get along very comfortably in the Army 
overseas without any money at all.  But now and then a little cash comes in handy.  Will 
close now with much love to all. 
 

The Chateau-Thierry Offensive begins. 
  
 “On July 15 events took a new turn, and the plot thickened.  Early that morning, 
after several hours of intense bombardment clearly audible in our villages, the Germans 
began a drive, which they planned to make their greatest and perhaps their last.  
Assaulting heavily at many points between Chateau-Thierry and Rheims, they succeeded 
in crossing the Marne in several places; and the menace to Paris grew temporarily greater 
than ever.  The following day Battalion Headquarters was elated by orders, long awaited, 
which gave clearance to both companies to undertake two projector attacks from an 
emplacement behind Vaux and from two positions near the edge of Belleau Wood…Final 
preparations immediately began, and we seemed on the verge of action.  In little more 
than twenty-four hours, however, our ‘show’ was ‘washed out,’ for the great Franco-
American counter-offensive had begun, and the hope of finding any stationary Boches 
had vanished.” (pp. 56-57)   
Van notes:  The hard-hitting doughboys beat our heroes out of a job.  Personally, I hoped 
the Boche would never stop running. 
 

France – July 17th, 1918 
 

Letter #25 
 The mail came in again Sunday night just after I mailed my last letter, and I 
received a number of letters including your #18, Edna’s and Paul’s #8, and Emily’s, 
which were numbered 3 and 4, also a note from Howard enclosed with clippings.  The 
clippings are always passed around after I get through with them.  A letter from Winnie 
Judy written on the backs of picture postcards also came at the same time.  I certainly felt 
refreshed after reading Emily’s letters, and could tell by the tone of them that she is at last 
coming into her own and is finding a congenial outlet for her energetic disposition.  I 
know how she feels for I have at least a part of the same satisfaction in my work over 
here. 
 “Our trucks were turned over to haul ammunition, and on the evening of July 18 
our men were ordered toward the rapidly receding front.” (p. 57) 
 Needless to say that all objections I may have had to publishing parts of my letters 
have been most thoroughly removed.  I never thought of them as being of much interest 
outside of the family, but I evidently didn’t know just how interested the public is in 
everything that pertains to the A.E.F. 
 I will keep Raoul Wagner’s address as one never knows what to expect over here, 
and a French-speaking acquaintance does not come amiss at times. 
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 I find that I will have to fill out one of the income tax blanks and was obliged to 
write to C.S. Reed (Van’s boss at Chicago Fire Brick and Retort Company in Ottawa, IL) 
for the necessary information as I received several bonus checks last year, the amounts of 
which I do not have at hand.  Needless to say, I won’t have to pay any tax on my income 
during the year 1918.   
 We have been having some regular Illinois corn weather the last day or two – 
sultry days and hot nights. 
 Monday I was under shellfire for the first time, but as one of the men said, we 
were a long way under it.  We are billeted on the heights on one side of a certain river, 
while Fritz is on the other side of the river but not as close to it as we are.  We went down 
in the valley Monday to take a bath and have our blankets and clothes sterilized or, to put 
it frankly, de-loused.  No, I didn’t have any, and I don’t believe any of the other men in 
our billet were afflicted, but safety first.  While we were there Fritz began throwing shells 
over to the heights on our side. And the shells passed directly over our heads.  First you 
hear the boom of the gun, then the whistle of the shell, a high, shrill siren, coming closer 
and closer until it passes overhead, the air rushing into the vacuum sounding like a heavy 
freight train on a downgrade.  Then you will see the smoke and dust from the shell burst 
and a second or two later hear the explosion.  It is quite an experience the first few times, 
but one soon grows accustomed to it.  He has been throwing these big ones over for 
several days, and it is rumored that the net result has been the death of two perfectly good 
Missouri mules. 
 Sunday I went to____________, a little city about five miles distant.  It was 
Bastille Day, July 14th, and the city was full of soldiers in horizon blue and O.D.  The 
streets were decorated in the French and American colors, and a fine French military 
band played in the little market square before the Hotel de Ville, city hall we would call 
it.  Everybody was having a good time and trying to forget the different trials of army life 
for a few hours. 
 Peaches, apricots, tomatoes, radishes and oranges were plentiful in the 
marketplace.  One booth had some melons, which looked like casabas, for sale.  A French 
lady came up and priced a medium-sized melon.  “Six francs,” said the old Frenchman.  
“Six sou?” said the lady.  “No, six francs, madam.”  Then she turned away without 
another word.  $1.10 for one small melon was entirely too much. 
 A shower came up and some of us took refuge in the railroad station, a very 
substantial structure, as are all French stations, built of stone and steel.  Yesterday I went 
to the little city again, and this time directly to where the station had been.  It had met 
with one of those accidents, which are not uncommon in this part of France, and it was 
our duty to recover the bodies of those who happened to be in it when the blow fell. 
 The reason that you have not been receiving letters in the blue envelope is that I 
enclose two or three in one envelope, and they are taken out by the base censor and 
mailed separately.  It is only when there is but one letter in the B.K. that you receive it 
directly.  Must close now with love to all. 
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  France,  July 22nd, 1918 
 

Letter #26 
 This will probably be a short letter as it is almost dark and lights are not 
considered to be in good taste in this particular vicinity.  But it will suffice to let you 
know that I am well and am having some experiences, which will make good telling one 
day. 
 We have moved twice since I last wrote, hiking it both times.  I believe that our 
destination was to be the front in each case, but so far the doughboys have beat us to it, 
and the front is still as far away or farther.  It has been called a moving front, and it surely 
has lived up to its name the past few days.  But our time hasn’t been wasted the last day 
or two as we have been acting as road engineers and have straightened up a good many 
kilometers of shell-torn and blockaded road.  At one place large trees had been cut down 
by the shellfire and had fallen across the road, which with the barbed wire and other 
debris made quite a tangle. 
 The other night some shells dropped very close to our billet and we all put on our 
steel hats and prepared to beat it for the nearby woods, but the shelling ceased as 
suddenly as it began.  Since then Fritz has been so busy running that he hasn’t had time to 
bother what are usually called the back areas. 
 I have been working during the last day or two in different parts of one of the 
“1918 model” battlefields, and have seen dugouts, rifle pits, trenches, entanglements and 
a lot of the other accessories of an up-to-date battle. 
 I could have picked up innumerable souvenirs such as Boche helmets, rifles, caps, 
etc., but had no desire to pack them around with me as we will probably be moving 
frequently; in fact, we are always ready to move at fifteen minutes’ notice. 
 I was talking to an English-speaking French soldier, and he was very enthusiastic 
about the bravery and fighting qualities of our boys.  He said he didn’t believe that the 
American people realized what wonderful work their men were doing. 
 I received Emily’s letter #5 the other day.  Inasmuch as there was little that was 
personal in it I let several of my particular friends read it.  They all found it very 
interesting and wanted me to tell her so. 
 I must close now as it is beginning to rain, and it is too dark to write in the billet. 
With much love to all. 
 

France, Champillon, near Chateau-Thierry, July 25th, 1918 
 

Letter #27 
 Another letter from Emily today dated July 3rd, also one from Frank Sparrow, 
which I will not attempt to answer now as I have very little leisure time these busy days. 
 The sketches Emily enclosed of the different types of soldiers were certainly fine.  
The French type was particularly well-chosen. 
 Yesterday was one of the hardest days I have put in since I enlisted.  We came up 
here to do certain work in our own line, which cannot be carried out at present.  And in 
the meantime we are working hard at odd jobs, which must be done at once.  But to go 
back to yesterday’s experiences:  We camped the night before in an open field very close 
to the fighting and a number of miles from here.  At 5:00 am we got up, and with packs, 
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rifles, in fact, all of our equipments, as well as a pick or shovel for each man.  We made 
our way back across small streams, finally reaching camp at 7:00 pm.  The work we did 
was far from pleasant, but very necessary, and we didn’t enlist for a vacation anyway. 
 To show how soon one can become accustomed to the noise of the guns, I slept 
soundly the night we bivouacked, in spite of the continuous firing of several of our own 
batteries, which were within a few hundred feet of our camp.  Shells, which are coming 
our way, are an entirely different proposition, and I don’t think I will ever learn to like 
them. 
 We still get most of our excitement from watching the air battles.  Fritz is always 
looking for a chance to dart out of a cloud and get one of our balloons, but when he tries 
it he usually gets the worst of the duel.  In one case, he made a dart for a balloon not far 
from us, and as he was pretty close, the observers took their parachutes and came floating 
down, while our men also began hauling in the balloon.  But meanwhile the anti-aircraft 
guns had not been idle, and they had the Boche pretty well boxed in with their barrage.  
He turned from right to left in his efforts to get away, but finally his engine evidently 
went wrong and he started to come down, but still with the plane in full control.  
Evidently our people don’t trust any German but a dead one, for when he got down 
within range of the machine guns, they let him have it and finished him up.  I understand 
that he has tried the trick of pretending that he had been hit, and then when he was down 
close to the ground guns he would drop some bombs and beat it.  It sounds typically 
German, and I’ve no doubt that it has been tried by him, but not lately. 
 It is good to know that Emily is pleasing both herself and her employers in her 
new work.  The fact that the Pantagraph would like to give her a chance now tickled me. 
 I picked up a German Newspaper on the battlefield yesterday.  It was dated July 
3rd, was an eight-page paper; although the pages were very small and contained quite an 
assortment of alleged war news.  A good part of the paper was taken up with a review of 
the war from March 21st until July 1st.  The German gains and the Allied losses were 
greatly exaggerated, but no mention was made of the Boche losses.  I can’t read German 
very fluently, but I could get the gist of the article.  It ended with the statement that the 
war situation had never been more satisfactory than on July 1st.  I don’t believe that even 
a German newspaper could make the same statement now.  One dispatch amused me 
greatly.  It purported to have been sent from The Hague and said that the former German 
liner “Vaterland” had arrived at a French port but carried no American soldiers, only a 
few French girls who were to serve as army nurses.  We all know how ridiculous such 
statements are.  The last page of this paper was devoted to memorial cards for dead 
soldiers.  Each notice was bordered in heavy black, and in case the soldier had won the 
Iron Cross, the emblem of the cross was inserted in the upper left-hand corner.  I noticed 
that almost everyone had received this decoration. 
 Yesterday I came across a line of shallow trenches and rifle pits, which had 
evidently been dug while our boys were under fire.  Near one of these was a little mound 
of earth with a stick and piece of wooden box above it.  On the board was this simple but 
most effective inscription scribbled in pencil, “Here lies two American soldiers who died 
at their post.”  I have quoted it literally, grammatical slip and all, but what better epitaph 
could a soldier have? 
 We are billeted in a barn, which forms one side of a quadrangle of buildings.  One 
end of this barn was pretty well torn down by shell fire, but where we are it is dry and 
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safe.  The loft was half-full of unthreshed oats so we have a comfortable place to sleep.  
Some French engineers are in another section of the same billet.  They have a fox terrier 
for a pet and just at present he is having a great time worrying a Boche helmet, which one 
of the boys brought in from the field today.  He rolls it around on the ground and had as 
much fun with it as a civilian dog would have with a ball. 
 I was disappointed in the last two mails because they brought no letter from you, 
but I suppose I will get three or four next time. 
 With much love to all. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

France – July 31st, 1918 
 

Letter #28 
 It has been almost a week since I have written but such a busy week that it hardly 
seems that long. 
 We moved the next day after I wrote my last letter.  Worked all day on the roads 
and then fell in at 8:oo pm in heavy marching order for a three-hour hike to our new 
homes.  Now, in this section we always Hooverize on lights at night; in fact, no lights are 
permitted so when we arrive in a strange town in the rain, as in this particular case, it is 
quite a game of blind-man’s-bluff to find a suitable place to spread our blankets.  My 
Bunkie and I happened to locate a perfectly good billiard table in what had been a café 
and were soon in dreamland.  A soldier soon learns to go to sleep without much delay as 
every minute is precious when one is in active service.  Owing to the roof being much the 
worse for war and wear, we moved the next day into a – no, not a barn this time – into a 
perfectly good house, big enough to take care of eighty or ninety men – I mean soldiers – 
and our house at home would be big enough for sixty to seventy men under wartime 
conditions.  I used to think that I was a little crowded which I shared my room at the 
University (of Illinois) with another man, but here I feel quite at home with six others in a 
room the size of my bedroom at home. 
 We have a fireplace down in the kitchen and a big, black pot to heat water in.  
Shaving and bathing in hot water is a luxury we are all enjoying. 
 Since we came up here we have been working on a very important stretch of road.  
The traffic over one of these “war roads” is simply enormous.  The busiest streets in 
Chicago do not take care of nearly as many horses, men, autos or trucks as do some of 
these roads, as the Chicago streets are deserted at night, while up here the traffic never 
halts. 
 Sunday we worked thirteen hours.  Monday morning we got up at 5:50 am and 
left for our work at 7:30 am.  It was a five-mile hike, but we didn’t have a chance to rest 
as the road must be kept open, and we worked steadily until six pm with one-half our off 
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at noon to eat our bully beef and bread.  We walked the five miles “home” again and after 
supper were given orders to “standby,” that is, to remain in or near our billets.  We went 
to bed at 10:00 pm, but were ordered to get up and dress at 11:00 pm.  At 1:00 am the 
same night we were ordered to fall in in heavy marching order, and we left for _______at 
2:00 am via motor trucks.  We got back at 7:30 Tuesday morning.  We left again for the 
same place Tuesday noon, this time for real work, and got back in time for breakfast the 
next morning.  I had just six hours’ sleep in 48 hours, but feel fine, and a day’s rest will 
put me in my usual good condition again. 
 We have had our first real test as soldiers, and we did well.  Consequently 
everybody is in good humor today; although, dead tired.  Some experienced men who 
were with us said that it was the hottest place they had ever been in, so we feel that we 
will be competent from now on to meet any emergency that may arise. 
 Your letters #19 and #20 arrived the other day, somewhat delayed, but all the 
more welcome on that account.  Unfortunately I cannot tell you the name of the war 
orphan we adopted.  Its name, sex and condition were published on our company bulletin 
board several weeks ago but I have forgotten all about the details. 
 I hope I get home in time to eat some of the cherries you canned.  You know they 
are my favorite fruit, so won’t you save a can or two for me. 
 You speak of the decline and fall of the saloon.  Most men in the service believe 
the States will be dry before we get home. 
 Every word you write is read and appreciated, and our description of your father’s 
house and garden took me far away from war-torn France and that was good. 
 I must write again of how proud I am to be an American and a member of the 
A.E.F.  I have seen our boys before going in, have been with them in the front line, have 
talked to them after they have come out and been over quite a few of the battlefields, and 
they are doing magnificently.  I never like to make any prophecies about the duration of 
the war, but I do not believe that Germany can hold out for long against our men and our 
methods. 
 I have seen quite a few new German prisoners lately and, making allowances for 
their exhausted condition and fright, they were the poorest appearing soldiers I have seen 
in France.  They undoubtedly have some good troops, but the half-starved, stupid-looking 
boys I have seen are surely no match for any of our Allies, not to speak of our own boys. 
 Several of the dough-boys have told me that the Germans chain men to the 
machine guns so they cannot retreat or surrender.  I haven’t found one of our men who 
has seen these men himself, but all the infantry seem to believe it.  It sounds typically 
Hunnish.  
 
 

France, August 7th, 1918 
 
Letter #29 
 Again a week has slipped by since I wrote, but will try to write enough to let you 
know that I am perfectly well and expect to keep that way. 
 We are moving so often that I won’t attempt to try to describe our billets or towns 
and villages as they are beginning to look all alike to me.  I think this is the third billet we 
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have been in since I wrote last, also the third or fourth town.  We just got in here this 
noon so I don’t even know the place’s name. 
 We don’t ride in trucks when we move nowadays, but hike it.  Part of the time our 
packs and blanket rolls were carried in the trucks and at other times we packed 
everything on our own backs. 
 I don’t mind the hiking so much as I used to at Ft. Myer.  Last Saturday night we 
marched for five hours with four ten-minute rest periods.  At the end of that time, it was 
raining hard and we were in sight of our destination when an M.P. (Military Policeman) 
stopped us and made us go around by another road as our road was to be used by the 
artillery in moving up.  We got lost, and it was an hour and a half later when we finally 
got under shelter.  We sang during part of the hike, and the music freshened us up 
considerably, as we hadn’t been indulging in singing since we came up on the line. 
 I think we are off the road-building job for good, and I’m not sorry, as the work 
wasn’t much to my liking.  Of course, we are always ready for an emergency job of that 
kind, but have been doing much more interesting work lately. 
 When we first got up in the fighting zone, the boys began to collect souvenirs, 
everything from Boche rifles to buttons off their uniforms.  But a bit of weight gets to be 
a big burden after one has hiked ten or twelve miles.  I never was much of a hand for 
such things so don’t expect any “souvenirs la guerre” from little Elmer. 
 It has been raining a good deal lately, and we are beginning to get pretty well 
acquainted with the famous French mud.  Up here, along the roads, it is the consistency 
of hot mush, and with the splashing one gets from passing trucks, etc., one is soon 
plastered from head to foot.  But that is just one of the little inconveniences of which a 
soldier’s life is made up and which are taken as a matter of course after the first or second 
experience. 
 I have found out a few things about myself lately.  The first one is that although I 
am not nearly as husky as many of the men in the platoon, I have as much endurance as 
any of them, and war is nine-tenths a matter of endurance and patience.  And I have also 
found that I do not require as much sleep as most men do.  Even after working twenty-
four hours or longer without an opportunity for sleep, I only need eight or ten hours’ rest 
to freshen me up fine again.  We have all discovered that we can work harder and faster 
when under fire than we ever thought we could and that there is a marvelous, stimulating 
effect in being in action.  Will close for the present but may write more before I mail this 
later.    
 I have just returned from a YMCA tent about a kilo from here, where they had 
nothing to sell but P.A smoking tobacco and towels. Chocolate, etc., was conspicuous by 
its absence.  I left 171 francs, the equivalent of thirty dollars, with the man in charge to be 
sent home.  I suppose the money might as well be put in War Saving Stamps.  Any other 
money, which may be in father’s hands belonging to me, can also be used to buy the 
stamps with in case it is lying idle in the bank. 
 Will close now and get this in the mail.  With much love to all at home and 
especially yourself. 
 

France – August 11th, 1918 
 

Letter #30 

 45 



 Sunday at the front is no different from other days, as war is a continuous 
performance.  But having the time, I will attempt to answer your letters #21 and #22, 
which came yesterday.  I must also acknowledge receipt of two letters from Edna, a note 
from Ben, and Howard’s interesting letter, and thank you for all the clippings, which 
certainly are appreciated.  
 I share Edna’s views about being optimistic of results and thus helping to make 
those results materialize.  All soldiers are optimistic at heart; although, every one of them 
talks as if all was lost.  If they weren’t optimistic, they wouldn’t last long up here and 
wouldn’t be any good while they did last. 
 I’m pulling hard for both Paul’s and Emily’s success. 
 Now, to answer your letters:  Soldiers in France may be allowed to tell where they 
are if they are in the back areas (Service of Supplies or SOS, as we call that region).  I 
have been in the Z of A or Zone of Advance ever since I have been in France, and 
obviously it would not do for every man in the Z of A to advertise where he is.  So, for 
the good of the service, you will still have to be content with “Somewhere in France.” 
 Please get after the insurance policies at once if it can be done conveniently.  If 
not, I will see what I can do from this end.  I took out two policies for $5,000.00 each, the 
second one about February 15th and am paying $6.90 per month in premiums.  Is there 
not some society in B______to look after such matters? 
 You speak of reading about the countries of Europe.  I think when I get home I 
will read history, both our own and that of France, and read it understandingly.  This 
experience is going to have a broadening influence on every boy over here and on the 
people at home, as well.  French, English or American, we are beginning to understand 
that we are pretty nearly the same sort of people after all. 
 Just at present we are living in our pup tents on a beautiful park-like hillside, 
which overlooks a wonderful stretch of country toward Bocheland.  The weather is 
beautiful, and we are more comfortable than if we were in the billets nearby.  We are also 
safer against airplane bombs and shellfire. 
 We have been working when conditions were right at night, loafing, and sleeping 
in the daytime. 
 All the clippings, which you sent were enjoyed, except those of the circus train 
wreck and the steamboat disaster.  When one is in the midst of tragedy continually, such 
stories are not very interesting.  You don’t mind my telling you this, do you?  One can 
never realize what this thing is until one has been in the front line at night, and after we 
get back to our quarters we are pretty well “fed up” on the unpleasant things we have 
seen and like to read anything but disasters to those at home. 
 I have had an opportunity to try out for the job of mess sergeant, but I think I will 
decline, as I want to stick with the boys in the line for a little while longer, at least, or 
until I learn more of the game. 
 We have had an Australian captain with us as instructor who has been in the war 
for over three years.  He has paid us the high compliment of saying that he would rather 
work with Company D than any other company in our line, either the British or American 
armies.  This same captain is a very brave man, too brave for me in some cases, and I 
have two very interesting stories which I will tell you some day concerning him and us. 
 A little story, a true one:  We were in a sunken road the other night at the frontest 
of the fronts.  It was dark as pitch, and we were pretty nervous, as Heine wasn’t far away.  
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When suddenly right above our heads we heard something moving, and a deep voice 
from above said, “Who iss dat dere?” in an unmistakable Hunnish accent.  At the same 
time the man slid down the bank into the road saying as he came, “Vot are you doing 
here?”  Spy was in everyone’s mind, and needless to say, about six of us pounced on him 
and dragged him up to the lieutenant in charge.  The lieutenant fired questions at him so 
fast that all the poor fellow could do was to stutter.  He finally found his wits, however, 
and proved to our satisfaction that he was a Yankee sergeant who had been out in front of 
the lines posting some outposts, and hearing some noise had come over to find out who 
was working up that far.  He was an Austrian or Pole, which accounted for his accent.  
But he surely came close to death that night, as such cases are usually decided first and 
investigated afterward. 
 Our artillery are doing some wonderful work.  Some of the big guns are near us 
here, and the other day I was near one, which was firing.  The reports of the hits were 
coming in, and of the three shots fired, one exploded in the midst of a Boche truck train.  
The observer ordered the gun elevated slightly, and the other two landed in a large mass 
of Boche infantry. 
 

Tuesday, August 13th 

 
 We moved again yesterday, this time back from the line. I will write more fully 
about our billets, etc., later, but as we are getting ready for a long trip, I must close now. 
 

France – Wednesday, August 14, 1918 
 

Letter to Sister, Mrs. Paul M. Smith, Bloomington, IL 
 If the flies do not prove too much of a torment, I may be able to finish this letter 
today.  The scriptural story of the plague of the flies will have a new meaning to any 
Yank who has been in the fighting zone in August.  Besides their numbers, French flies 
are remarkable for their tameness, docility and love for human companionship. 
 But we are well behind the lines now and are taking things easy for a day or two 
in order to rest up, and best of all there is a clean little stream nearby in which we can 
wash our clothes and ourselves.  We are well out of the artillery range and our only 
reminder of Fritz so far was the double-toned hum of one of his bombing planes, which 
was out on one of its practical expeditions last night. 
 Today I saw two civilians, French women, the first I had seen for three or four 
weeks.  Near the line the only animate things which one sees which are not in some way 
connected with the armies are a few birds, a few stray cats and dogs, or rather puppies 
and kittens, as most of them are little fellows.  In our case we found a little black and 
white kid (of the goat variety).  This kid was quite tame.  His favorite sport was to climb 
up to the roof of some half-ruined house and there parade back and forth feeling quite at 
home on the steepest of the roofs. He must have had some chamois blood in his makeup.  
His favorite food was anything he could chew, but he had an especial liking for Fatima 
cigarettes, which he would devour whole.  I do not know how he ever survived gas shells, 
etc., but I guess nothing hurts a goat. 
 You know, we followed the army up in this sector, some distance behind at first, 
until we finally caught up and got into action several times ourselves. 
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 It was a great experience to come through places that Fritz had just left in a big 
hurry.  (We say “toot sweet” in French army slang), and where he left more than the 
places behind him.  We saw piles and piles of ammunition, grenades and other supplies, 
rifles, machine guns and lots of all descriptions. 
 Large signs, carefully painted in German, pointed out the direction of the 
principle towns at every crossroad.  Fritz is quite particular about his signs, and even the 
little side streets in the village were renamed by him and put up with the name of the 
“strasse” on it. 
 One night I was one of a detail, which was to escort some wagons of ammunition 
down to a village, which was on the front line.  And as Fritz was shelling the road ahead 
of us we lay down in some little holes which had been dug into the road embankment to 
wait for him to quiet down before going on.  These funk holes, as they are called, were 
just big enough to protect a man from flying shrapnel and had been excavated back into 
the sandy bank about two or three feet.  
 It was raining, but I was tired and sleepy so I dropped off to sleep.  I was 
awakened by someone calling for help and jumping up, found that some of our men were 
dragging a limp form out of the little dugout, which had caved in.  But it was too late; he 
had been smothered by dirt and sand while he slept. 
 We found out later that he was a lieutenant who had been out in the very thickest 
of the fighting all day long, and towards night, being worn out and having been relieved 
from the line, he had come back for rest, only to lose his life while he slept.  This is only 
one of the many little tragic stories which are being worked out every day up there, but it 
impressed me particularly as I was so close to the scene of the accident.  (The sad irony 
of Van’s own death in 1943 as he slept in his bed, is mirrored in the death of this soldier.  
CVS.) 
 I feel more optimistic every day about the early finishing up of this business over 
here.  Now by early, I do not mean next week or next month, but I do think that we can 
surely pound Germany’s armies to pieces before this time next year.  You can take this 
opinion for what it is worth, always remembering that you get much more war news than 
we do.  Elmer. 
 

France – Friday, August 16, 1918 
 

Letter #31 
 Yesterday morning we broke camp at 8:00 am and marching all day along glaring, 
white stone roads, arrived at this farm late in the afternoon.  We covered about twenty 
miles afoot and rode the last three or four on trucks.  This was the longest hike I have 
ever made, but as the trucks carried our packs, we got through in pretty good shape.  The 
weather was against us, as it was like an August day in Illinois.  We marched away from 
the sector where we had been working and are not far from the little city, which I spoke 
of as having visited on July 14th. 
 One of the finest sights to be seen along the road was the soldiers harvesting the 
grain, which had been left standing uncut until the Boche had been driven back.  Many of 
the French colonial troops, Algerian Negroes, were engaged in this work, and through 
their efforts and because of the American soldier’s fighting qualities, many a bushel of 
wheat will remain in France this fall instead of being shipped back to relieve our enemies. 
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 The evening before we left, an army band for the _th Artillery came over to our 
farm and gave us a delightful concert.  One of their boys had a fine voice and sang 
several well-known songs very creditably.  I certainly hope that General Pershing is 
successful in his efforts to get more bands for the A.E.F., as music is a mighty fine tonic 
at times, especially good band music.  I heard this same band playing once before when 
Fritz’s shells were dropping not over one-fourth mile away. 
 We are billeted in the empty lofts of some large modern barns.  This was a 
splendid estate before the war, and although the house is nearly an empty shell and some 
of the barns have been destroyed, enough is left to show what a splendid place it must 
have been.  The story goes that the owner set fire to the house and one of the barns in 
1914, rather than let the Germans loot them when they came through here. 
 I went to a little city this morning on pass and found that many of the civilian 
population had returned and were busy garnering the Yankees’ francs.  Prices were high 
even for an American soldier, but whenever you kick you get the same answer, “C’est la 
guerre.”  Apples pears, grapes, etc., are sold by weight, but I noted that two apples cost 
two francs, three medium-sized pears, three francs, so I guess an apple is an apple no 
matter how much it weighs. 
 A dinner without wine, a rather unpretentious, though well-cooked meal, costs six 
and one-half francs or about one dollar and fifteen cents. 
 An ordinary washrag costs one franc. 
 We have received no mail since I last wrote, but I have no doubt it will be coming 
through again soon.  Of course, it will be very welcome, no matter when it comes. 
 Will close this letter now as nothing more of especial interest occurs to me.  We 
have been resting the past two days, but I suppose we will be moving again before long.  
I hope that this finds you in the best of health and spirits and will say goodbye, with 
much love to all. 
 

France – August 22, 1918 
 

Letter #32 
 I wrote to you last Saturday.  Since then we have traveled via truck, train and 
afoot many, many kilometers.  We are now in a very peaceful, quiet little town, and so far 
I haven’t even heard the buzz of plane to break the quiet of this hot late-summer morning. 
 Last Sunday I went back up close to the line to our advanced ammunition dump to 
do some work.  We went on trucks, leaving the farm at 8:00 am and after working all 
day, we got back at 9:00 pm.  A bully beef sandwich and a cup of coffee was the extent 
of our food and drink during that time.  I was very glad that I was sent on this detail, as I 
had a chance to see a city whose name has been written into American history in blazing 
letters these past few weeks. 
 Monday morning we left on trucks for a railroad siding some miles away.  We 
entrained in the little French boxcars at about 4:30 pm, and I was on a railroad train for 
the second time in the last six months.  There were twenty-six of us in one car, and the 
men and equipment together certainly filled that car to overflowing. 
 When it got dark, I lay down on the floor occupying as little space as possible, 
and so adaptable does one become in the army, that in spite of the rolling and bumping of 
the little car, I was soon asleep.  Fortunately the night was warm, so I did not unroll my 
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pack to get at my blankets.  At 3:30 am the train stopped and we were ordered to detrain.  
It was dark as pitch, raining, and we were tired and sleepy, but we were well out of the 
war zone, could have lanterns and candles lighted, something we hadn’t dared to have for 
weeks, so it wasn’t so bad after all.  But I sure was glad I didn’t have to roll my pack 
under such conditions. 
 We moved over into a field near the siding where we unloaded, there was no town 
near, and spent the day waiting for orders.  The clouds broke up after sunrise, and we had 
a fine summer day after all. 
 We bivouacked that night under a glorious full moon, and the war seemed very 
far away indeed. 
 Yesterday morning we broke camp at 5:00 am and marched twenty-one miles to 
this town.  A hot sun, dusty roads and a blister on my right foot made the hike a very 
uncomfortable one for me.  Many of the men fell out and were picked up later by a truck, 
but I finished on my own feet.  I am feeling okay again today. 
 The climate here is different from at home in that the nights are very cool no 
matter how hot the day may have been.  Consequently they don’t grow corn in this 
country, except a very small amount of sweet corn. 
 Your letters dated July 14th and 22nd, both numbered 22, and Edna’s dated the 17th 
and the 23rd, came yesterday.  Emily’s were conspicuous by their absence. 
 I was glad that the $35.08 got home okay, and nothing could have suited me 
better than the way the money was invested. 
 Emily’s guesses as to location, etc., were all wrong. 
 Your letters and Edna’s were splendid as usual, in fact, even better than usual.  
The effect of the American victory got into these letters, and as near as I could tell that 
was what made the difference. 
 I don’t suppose Emily will consider coming to France, at least not without 
consulting me.  War is men’s work and outside of the Red Cross end of it, I don’t believe 
many American women should be in it.  Emily can do her bit when the occasion arises, 
by taking over some man’s job, but she can do that just as well in Bloomington as in 
Paris or Tours. 
 We are billeted in the upper story of a dwelling house and very comfortably 
(soldierly speaking) fixed.  We have ice-cold spring water for drinking purposes, and a 
little, very clear and cold, spring-fed creek nearby for bathing and washing clothes. 
 I suppose father will be more comfortable during the hot weather if he keeps his 
weight down below the 200 mark.  Some day when the summer campaign is over I am 
going to weigh myself again, but I’m afraid it will show a net loss, as a man can’t carry 
much excess weight at the front. 
 I haven’t any idea of how long we will be resting, but we will enjoy every minute 
of the time unless the rest includes too many twenty-one mile hikes.  I will now close 
with much love to all. 
 

France, Blaise-Houte-Marne, August 26, 1918 
 

Letter #33  
 Today completes my first six months of foreign service, and I am now entitled to 
wear the little gold service chevron on the lower part of the left sleeve of my blouse.  It 
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was just six months ago tomorrow night that our big ex-German liner slipped down into 
the lower bay and we saw the lights on the big buildings of lower Manhattan gradually 
disappear one by one.  I hope it won’t be more than twice six months more until we come 
sailing back out of the east to that land which means so much more to all of us than it did 
six months ago. 
 The official name and number of our regiment has been changed to the “First Gas 
Regiment,” and all my mail should be addressed according to the new name.  Of course, 
any mail which [sic] may be en route will reach me just the same as heretofore. 
 We are still resting, enjoying ourselves in all legitimate ways.  Yesterday 
afternoon five of us hired a vehicle, horse and an old Frenchman to act as driver, guide 
and interpreter and went out riding.  We visited quite a few of the villages in this vicinity 
and received a most royal welcome wherever we went.  The admiration, love and respect 
of the French for the American soldier is increasing every day.  It has increased 
especially during the last six weeks.   
 We had supper at a little village inn in a little village not far from here, and to a 
common or field variety of soldier it seemed like a banquet.  The meal was served in a 
little room above the café proper with unusual accessories as a white tablecloth and white 
napkins.  The menu consisted of war bread, delicious preserved plums served in little 
individual dishes, scrambled eggs, French-fried potatoes, butter, roast veal, coffee and vin 
blanc for those who cared for it.  The landlady even owned a French phonograph and 
entertained us with a number of those very snappy marches such as the military bands of 
the French Army play.   
 We owed all this to our driver, as a company of American artillerymen who were 
stationed in this same village couldn’t get a meal of any kind for love or money.  This 
same old Frenchman is quite a character.  He is the town butcher in our village, has 
beaucoup francs and has quite decided opinions on the fighting qualities of all the 
different Allied troops.  It is his opinion that the French and Americans are “tres bien” as 
soldiers.  I will not attempt to quote him on the other Allied troops. 
 Germany will be forced out of France in the next four months, in his opinion, and 
“le guerre fini” next spring.  I hope he is right, but he is a little more optimistic than most 
of the French civilians. 
 This town differs from the thousand-and-one other French villages which I have 
been in or through, in two ways.  First, it is cleaner, much cleaner, than the average town, 
and the cleanliness cannot be blamed onto American methods, as we are the first Yanks 
to be billeted here.  Second, the three chimes which sound each quarter hour are situated 
on the outside of the church steeple and give the church quite a striking individuality.  
Evidently the clock and chimes were put in and on the steeple long after the church was 
built. 
 When I was in _________ the other day, I bought myself a new fountain pen, a 
Waterman safety-type pen.  The price was thirty francs.  The old pen, which I have used 
continuously since 1907, is still in good shape except that I have lost the cap.  I was 
unable to get a new cap for the old pen, and as I feel lost without a pen in my pocket, I 
solved the difficulty by buying a whole new pen. 
 I also lost the little steel mirror, which I brought from home with me, but that was 
soon replaced. 
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 The military police are one of the very important branches of the service both in 
the SOS and near the front.  They are regular infantry or cavalry detailed for that purpose 
and are everything that the name implies, and about as well-loved as the city police at 
home.  One of their principle duties near the front is to control traffic, and they certainly 
do control it, 
 We left our billets about dusk one evening for a fifteen-mile hike, which we were 
to make in an effort to get in touch with the retreating Huns.  About midnight it began to 
rain, and we splashed along in the mud beside the road – which was full of guns, trucks 
and ambulances – tired and hungry.  Finally we came to a fork in the road, and as we 
were familiar with that road, having been over it before when it was almost in no-man’s-
land, we knew we were very near our destination. 
 We started to turn to the right, when out stepped a very diminutive MP.  He was 
nothing but a kid and ordered us to halt.  The lieutenant in charge explained that we were 
just going to a village a few kilos ahead and must go that way.  The little MP drew 
himself up to his full height and delivered the following ultimatum, “Sir, the general 
himself stopped here tonight and ordered me to clear this road for the artillery.  No 
troops, no soldiers, no trucks, no vehicles, no ambulances and no staff cars is allowed on 
this road so you’ll have to go around the other way.”   
 We went around the other way and got lost and finally reached our destination 
two hours later.  The MP is powerful within the limits of his post, and he knows it. 
 As we have been ordered to fall in to attend an inter-platoon ballgame (the Army 
insists on a man enjoying himself, whether he wants to or not.)  I must close for the 
present. 
 
 

France, Rambluzin, near Verdun, August 30, 1918 
 

Letter #34 
 I have a feeling that we will get mail within the next day or two, but will start a 
letter today, which I may finish later. 
 We have moved again, and although we have only been here a couple of days, we 
are already very much at home.  Our billet is a large stone building, which in pre-war 
times had evidently been a factory of some kind.  A little stream, which formerly 
furnished the power for the machinery, runs directly beneath the center of the building.  
We are located close to a little village, which offers no points of interest different from 
the general run of such towns. 
 We have bunks that are made of a framework of rough boards with heavy crossed 
wires forming the bed itself.  A bundle of wheat straw above the wires, two blankets and 
a shelter half make the most comfortable bed I have slept on in weeks.  We have been 
sleeping on the soft sides of hard boards with no straw or bedsack, so the change is much 
appreciated. 
 We are only a short distance from the Front, but might be a hundred miles away 
from any evidence we have had to the contrary.  I haven’t heard a gun so far.  One of the 
boys said that he understood that Fritz only had one gun in this sector, and that it had 
been sent back to Krupps for repairs.  When this gun gets back, they will go on with the 
war. 
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 Another theory being advanced by some is that the Allies and Germans have only 
been using one shell between them, and that was a dud.  Fritz would shoot this shell over 
in our lines, and we would hunt it up and shoot it back.  He lost it the other day but 
probably will find it soon, and the war will be on again. 
 I am enclosing a little piece of fabric, which may be of interest.  This is the 
material that the Boche uses for sandbags, grain bags, etc., as a substitute for the burlap 
or jute bags which he is, of course, unable to obtain.  By tearing one of the small strands 
apart and examining it closely, you will see that the fabric is made of paper. 
 We moved up here in auto trucks, camping one night on the road.  We pitched our 
pup tents in a field alongside the road just as it was getting dark.  I took off my leggings 
and shoes and was just getting comfortably asleep, when we were ordered to strike camp 
and move on.  It was pitch dark by that time, and it was quite a stunt to get everything 
together and packs made up without leaving a collection of socks, tent pegs and such 
small fry behind. 
 We climbed into the trucks again, swearing sleepily, and jolted along the road for 
about an hour when the trucks stopped, and we unloaded adjacent to another field.  We 
made camp again but most of us didn’t stop to pitch tents.  I rolled up in my blankets and 
shelter half just as it started to rain, pulled my slicker over my head, and the last thing I 
remember was the sound of the rain pattering on the slicker.  I slept warm and kept dry, 
as the rain didn’t last long.  Early in the morning we made our packs, ate our oatmeal and 
bread and coffee and resumed our journey. 
 I have decided to mail this letter today, as I will probably write again in a day or 
two anyway.  You will note that I have included our post office number in my address.  
All mail for this company is sent to that P.O. first.  From there it goes to our permanent 
regimental H.G. and is again sent out by trucks to wherever the different companies may 
be stationed.  Much love to all. 
 

France, Rambluzin, 9-7-18 
 
Letter #36 
 This is Saturday morning, and in a few minutes we will fall in to march down to a 
hospital about a kilo away to get a hot shower bath.  I mention this because a bath when 
one is near the Front is a rare luxury, and we are fortunate to be able to get one today. 
 Some mail came in yesterday.  I got Edna’s two letters dated August 6th and 9th 
and one from Ashleys, but that was all.  Any letters you may have written between July 
27th and August 10th have not come through yet, but will probably get here sooner or 
later.  
 I read all of the clippings that were enclosed and was especially interested in those 
concerning Dr. Rumely and his activities.  The Rumely Company, now the Advance-
Rumely Company, used to be very good customers of the Chicago Retort and Firebrick 
Company at Ottawa, and I was always amused at the stories I heard of the eccentric old 
doctor. 
 I thought Paul’s (Paul Smith, Van’s cousin) picture very good, indeed. 
 We still continue to pass the time in rather desultory drills, but our time is more 
fully occupied than it was.  Of course we are too close to the Front to practice any 
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infantry formations, so we confine our activities to trench mortar practice, carrying in, 
setting up, etc., all of which is more-or-less technical. 
 We are allowed no lights of any kind at night, so must do all reading and writing 
during the day in our spare moments. 
 Monday was payday, but as some of us were at the Front, we got ours Tuesday.  I 
drew 196 francs.  I will probably send some money home at the first opportunity, as I 
have more francs than I can possibly use here. 
 But I must tell you about our little excursion Monday last.  We left here shortly 
after noon, and after forty minutes’ ride on a truck we came to a railroad station, or, 
rather, a freight yard.  There were a series of tracks here, both standard and narrow gauge, 
and pretty soon along came a real American freight locomotive.  This engine wouldn’t 
have attracted much attention on the Alton (IL) tracks at home, but hitched to the dinky 
little French freight cars it looked about twice as big as any I have ever seen.  It had no 
pilot and a short cab, such as they use over here, was coupled with chains and hooks, 
instead of the automatic couplings we use at home, but aside from that it was all 
American, from the grinning Yankee soldier at the throttle to the bell on the proper place 
behind the stack.  The letters USA on the tender left no room for doubt as to whom it 
belonged. 
 Our job was to load some supplies and munitions from the standard gauge cars 
onto some little cars on the narrow-gauge road, which latter would carry them up nearer 
to the Front than the regular trains can run.  We got the first train loaded about 5:00 p.m., 
and ten of us crawled up on top of the loads, and away we went. 
 Our train was pulled by a little locomotive, which had two complete boilers, two 
stacks, etc.  In fact, it looked like two engines coupled together back-to-back with a cab 
in the middle. We had an Algerian engineer, a French fireman and an American 
brakeman, and we were in charge of an American officer. 
 There were four throttles in the cab, and our brakeman said that when the 
engineer wanted to start the train he simply grabbed a “handful of throttles,” and away we 
went.  We had a captain of railway engineers with us, and as it was getting toward 
mealtime and we had no rations I asked him what time we would get to our destination.  
He said we should get there at 7:30 if we kept going but that the engine crew would 
probably stop for supper and throw us off our schedule.  His suspicions were justified, as 
at six o’clock we stopped, the train was put on a siding and the engine and crew went 
away for supper.  They must have had a six-course dinner, as they were gone an hour and 
a half.  I “rustled” a can of sardines and a hunk of bread from some French soldiers to 
partly allay the pangs of hunger.  
 It got dark shortly after we started again, and we road several hours across 
streams, through little villages, winding in and out of woods and fields while we lay on 
top of the cars and shivered.  We finally came to the top of a hill, which we ascended by 
means of switch backs, and starting down at a good rate of speed we ran into an open 
switch, collided with a tank car on a siding and stopped. 
 We piled off and found that no one was hurt, and were about to get on the train 
again when somebody discovered that we were at our destination.  I guess it was a lucky 
accident, as the engineer didn’t know where we were to stop.  The brakeman knew the 
name of the place but had only been over the road once before, so he couldn’t have found 
it in the dark, and our sergeant, who was supposed to be the guide, was completely lost. 
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 It was about 10:00 p.m. and we were tired out and hungry, but the cars had to be 
unloaded so we fell to work.  The rest of our party came up in about an hour with the 
other two trains. About 2:00 am we got orders from our own captain to let the unloading 
go ‘till morning, to get on our auto truck which had come up on the wagon road and go 
back to camp, all of which we did.  It only took an hour to get home on the truck, so you 
can see how the narrow gauge had to twist and wind around to get into the hills. 
 We had been very close to the front lines, had seen a few Veri lights, but hadn’t 
heard a shot fired; somewhat different from the other front, believe me. The boys claim 
that this sector is held by an old wooden-legged German, who sits up nights and sends up 
lights and rockets to amuse himself.  This, of course, is only a variation of a story which 
was popular with the British Tommies in 1915. 
 From Edna’s letters, I judge that you are hearing from me “in bunches,” which is 
the way I get letters, too.  I always think it is more important for my letters to get through 
promptly and to let you know how well I am, but suppose the mail service will need 
another “investigation” before it becomes what it should be. 
 I will close now with much love to all, including Dick. 
 
(The following story of the St. Mihiel Drive, was written by Van Schoick about a year 
after he returned from the war, in January of 1920.  It is included here because of the 
chronology of the letters.  CVS.) 
  
 Our company, which had helped to push the Germans back to the Vesle River, 
was relieved about the middle of August, and we were sent east to the little village of 
Blaise for a much-needed rest.  After a weeks’ rest we were loaded into trucks and started 
for the front again.  We camped one night on the road, and early the next day we reached 
the little war-zone village of Rambluzin. 
 Rambluzin is just off the main road between Verdun and Bar-le-duc.  The Front at 
that time was about five miles directly east of us across the Meuse River, and we were on 
the west side of the famous St. Mihiel salient.  This salient had existed for almost four 
years and had been likened to a dagger pointed at the heart of France.  It was the task of 
the First Army to wipe out the salient, and we had come to do what we could to help 
accomplish this. 
 We were billeted in a large three-story stone building, which stood apart from the 
village.  It had been a factory in pre-war days and had been built directly over a rapid 
little stream, the water of which had furnished power to run the machines in the plant.  
We were not the first troops to be billeted here, as the French had fitted it up with the 
usual chicken wire bunks, which we occupied very comfortably. 
 Between our billet and the village, which still had about half of its peacetime 
population, was an orchard of plums and apples just getting ripe.  One of the first things 
we did was to establish a fruit guard in addition to the usual gas guard, and all the time 
we were there a soldier watched the plums and apples day and night.  There were ways of 
outwitting the guard, however, especially when he was a good scout.  I’m afraid that the 
old French woman got only about one-half her promised crop. 
 Rambluzin lay in a valley between rather bare, rocky hills, wherever cultivation 
was possible the fields were planted with vegetables of all kinds, tended and cultivated by 
old men in the blue uniform of France.  These were genuine war gardens, all of the 
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products going to the armies.  Each little plot was labeled with a neat wooden sign, 
“Cultur Militaire” with the number of the plot. 
 We could see two or three allied observation balloons from our billet, and there 
were occasional air battles overhead, but we seldom heard the sound of guns except at 
night, when we could hear the big boys pounding away up near Verdun.  It was really a 
very quiet sector at this time.  
 A few days after we arrived, we received about fifty new men and several officers 
from Company F, which had arrived overseas in July.  They were to work with us for this 
drive, as they had not yet been in action and were to gain the benefit of our experience in 
the Marne-Vesle campaign.  We spent the next two weeks on getting in ammunition, 
drilling with our Stokes mortars and in building an advanced ammunition dump up close 
to the Front. 
 This dump was called “Luxemburg” and was located in the woods, which cover 
the high hills east of the Meuse River.  It could be reached by auto truck or by narrow 
gauge railroad, and I made the trip up several times at night by both routes. 
 When we first moved up to Rambluzin, we saw few other troops, but by the 
second week the first army began to move in rapidly.  The roads at night were jammed 
with trucks, guns, wagons, men, and we knew that the day for the drive was fast 
approaching. 
 On September 11, my platoon left Rambluzin at 9:00 a.m., and as we carried full 
battle equipment we knew that we were going into action before we returned.  We 
traveled by truck down the valley, through several ruined villages, across the wide 
shallow Meuse River on a low, wooden bridge and then up through the woods to the 
dump at Luxemburg.   
 It had been raining heavily all night, and as we got up in the hills we passed truck 
after truck, which had been run off the narrow road during the pitch darkness of the night 
before and now lay overturned or disabled in the ditch.  We passed also a number of 
batteries of six, eight and even ten-inch guns, well concealed by camouflage and 
surrounded by immense piles of shells ready for business.  The artillery was ready to give 
the infantry help on the “D” day. 
 Arriving at Luxemburg, we unloaded in the rain and immediately began to 
prepare our ammunition and check up our guns for the next morning’s work.  There was 
a rickety wooden shed in which we took refuge from the rain while we worked. 
 Toward noon it stopped raining and we began to ask the eternal question, “When 
do we eat?”  We had brought some bully beef and bread with us, and four of our men 
who had been guarding the dump, living in a dugout nearby, made some coffee.  So we 
managed to stave off starvation.  If a soldier misses one meal, he will make as much fuss 
about it as if he had gone without food for a week.  And as a general rule we didn’t have 
to miss very many meals. 
 Our dump was located about one mile from the nearest front line trench, but as 
this was a very quiet front there was little to indicate that the Boche was so near.  Only 
once or twice during the afternoon did we hear machine gun fire, and there was no 
artillery activity at all.  It cleared off about two o’clock for a while and a few airplanes 
buzzed overhead, but as we were in a rather dense woods we had little to fear from 
observation. 
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 Although the front line was comparatively close, our position was almost four 
miles away, just in front of the little ruined village of Les Esparges.  Not being experts at 
French pronunciation we called this place “Asparagus.”  Our plan was to load the guns on 
little narrow-gauge push cars and push them up as far as the track ran, after which we 
would carry in the rest of the way.  The French had promised us a horse and driver to pull 
the cars, but we missed connections and had to get along without assistance. 
 Towards evening a couple of regiments of French colonials, black as night, 
negroes from Senegal on the west coast of Africa, came up the road and went in the 
direction of Esparges.  They were dressed in brand new blue uniforms with tan leather 
belts and packs and slouched along in heavy marching order.  These troops were only 
used as “shock” troops for attacks where a fierce battle was expected, and they were to 
attack one of the strongest positions on the whole Western Front.  They were officered by 
white men and being pretty well tanked up with cognac, were in fine spirits. 
 The 26th American or “Yankee” Division was to attack in front of Luxemburg.  
Part of this division, the 104th Infantry, were in the woods near us and toward evening 
each man was given a French canteen, as it had already developed that the small 
American canteen was much too small for “over the top” work.  We got in line with the 
doughboys and drew canteens, too; although, we had to do it rather inconspicuously as 
we weren’t supposed to get them. 
 About seven p.m. we got ready to start.  Just before we left, it was decided to use 
six mortars instead of four, which was the original plan.  So my best man, Joe English, 
was taken off my team to form part of an extra team, leaving me with only three men.  
Two of these men were from F Company and were absolutely inexperienced.  And on top 
of that, one of the F Company men got sick just before we left, and I had to leave him 
behind. 
 We had four little cars, only two of which had brakes.  As the first two miles were 
all downhill, we coupled the cars into trains of two each to get the advantage of the 
brakes.  I had the first car with Sgt. Molter and Lieut. Favre, followed by Cpls. 
Humphrey, Pavly and Markly in the order named.  Just as it got dark we started.  The 
rain, of course, started, too. 
 The first mile was easy going as the track cut off through the woods away from 
the road, but as soon as we came out on the wagon road our troubles started. 
 The road wasn’t very wide, and our track was on the left-hand side of the road.  
As there was a double stream of horse-drawn traffic on the road, mixed French and 
American, and as the up-bound traffic was using part of the narrow gauge as a road, we 
had to watch carefully to keep from colliding with the artillery horses.  It was pitch dark 
by this time, and we would run bang up against a team before we could see it.  Whenever 
we heard or guessed that a team was coming, we would yell, “a gauche,” meaning “turn 
to the left.” 
 We could know by the brand and by the picturesqueness [sic] of the profanity 
which followed, whether the drivers were Yanks or Frogs.  Once we got tangled in a 
traffic jam and moved only a few feet in an hour. 
 This part of the road was mostly downhill, but it was about as hard for us as uphill 
work, as the brakes were too light and we had to hold back with all of our strength to 
avoid a smash up. 
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 The traffic gradually thinned out, and about two hours after we started we came to 
a switch onto a crossroad, and turning to the right, headed straight for “Asparagus.”  This 
road was full of shell holes, and our track was much the worse for wear.  We found the 
breaks in the rails by running my car off the track whenever we came to a bad place.  
Then we would feel around with our hands until we located the break (it was so dark you 
couldn’t see the rail) and lift the car on again by main strength and awkwardness.  We 
were soaked through with rain from the outside and sweat from the inside and were 
plastered with soapy (sic) mud, but as we learned later, the fun was just beginning. 
 We were so close now to the Boche that we had to stop and “freeze” every time 
he sent up a light, as we were in full view of his lines on the hills above, and the road we 
were on was frequently swept with machine gun fire.  There was some artillery activity 
off to the left toward Verdun, and all at once we heard a boom, followed by a wicked 
screech.  And as we flung ourselves on our faces in the “soup”, a shell exploded a short 
distance ahead of us in the road.  This shell was followed by four more in rapid 
succession, and we began to feel that we were in bad, but three of them were duds and we 
heard no more of that particular gun.  A Frenchman told me afterwards that Fritz always 
threw over five shells, no more, no less, at ten o’clock on this road, and then, I suppose, 
turned in for the night. 
 Finally we made out the low-lying ruins of the village ahead of us and turning to 
the left in front of it, we proceeded about 300 yards up a steep hill and halted.  We had 
come as far as the cars would serve us and would have to carry the rest of the way.  My 
car was quite a little ahead of the others, as Lieut. Favre was very nervous and had urged 
us on to the limit of our strength, leaving the rest to follow as best they could. 
 While we were waiting for the others, I noticed the French colonials, whom we 
had seen earlier in the evening, coming in through a trench and keeping well under cover, 
so I knew that Fritz was pretty close.  This trench ran across the road at the point where 
we had stopped, being bridged over there, and then up on a hill toward the Boche lines. 
 Pretty soon up came Cpl. Pavly, breathless and excited.  He went up to the 
lieutenant and said, “Sir, I’ve lost my base plate!”  Now, a base plate is as necessary for a 
Stokes Mortar as a foundation is for a house.  It is a cast-iron plate, bolted to a heavy 
wooden plank, the whole thing weighing about 150 pounds, and was the most cursed  and 
most hated part of our equipment because of its weight and cumbersomness (sic).  How a 
man could lose such an article, even under the existing conditions, and not know it was 
more than we could understand.   
 But it was gone, and although he went back about a mile looking for it he couldn’t 
find it.  Two days later he found it lying by the track a short distance back where it had 
dropped off the car in the dark.  Cpl. Pavly was a good soldier, conscientious and hard 
working; he wouldn’t have deliberately lost it as some men might have done.  I mention 
this incident to call attention to the fact that at 8:30 a.m. the next day a shell exploded in, 
and demolished a portion of, a trench nearby.  8:30 was our zero hour, and the place 
where the shell exploded was the exact position, which had been selected for Cpl. Pavly’s 
mortar and where he and his men would have been firing their gun had he not lost his 
base plate. 

(To be continued) 
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 No more could be found about this operation; although Van Schoick indicated 
above that more would be forthcoming.  Perhaps he meant he would continue with the 
events surrounding Halloween, 1918.  That portion of his post-war journal appears later 
in the series of events he experienced.  
 
 

France, September 14, 1918 
 
Letter #37 
 I won’t belittle the events (the St. Mihiel Operation or Drive – CVS) of the last 
three or four glorious days by attempting to write much now.  Suffice to say that I am 
well, which is, of course, the best news that I can send you just now.  We did a little bit in 
the big show and are a very tired but happy bunch, as our losses were very slight. 
 I have been in country the past few days, which has been in German hands for 
four long years, and today we fed and fed well on food that the Boche left when he 
hauled out of the way of the Yanks and the French. 
 I am writing this on the porch of a little bungalow, which was built for German 
officers and was occupied by them as living quarters and a clubroom. 
 I do not know just when I will get an opportunity to mail this or to write again as 
these are busy times for the A.E.F. 
 With much love to all and especially yourself. 
P.s.  I received your letter of July 28th several days ago; it was even more welcome than 
usual, as it was long overdue. 
 
 
 

France, September 16, 1918 
 
Letter #38 
 I wrote you a short note day before yesterday and will try to write more at length 
now as I have more leisure.  We are back in camp now after a most strenuous week and 
will probably get a chance to rest up a little before we start out again. 
 It rained almost continuously for quite a few days before the drive started, but the 
weather has been ideal since; that rain made our work very hard, but on the other hand, it 
kept Fritz from finding out all about the Yankees’ plans.  The fair weather since, has, of 
course, worked to our advantage.  It would seem that “Von Gott” and Wilhelm have 
dissolved partnership. 
 I will tell some of my own experiences or rather just about what I have done the 
past week and leave the flashy stuff for the newspapers. 
 Last Monday morning I went up to our advanced dump and worked all day and all 
night getting things ready, loading narrow gauge push cars, etc.  I didn’t go up again ‘till 
Wednesday a.m.  By evening we had our cars loaded, one trip having been made the 
night before, and started to move up to the trenches just as soon as it was dark.  We 
pushed the cars for over four miles through driving rain and mud.  The track was in bad 
shape in spots, and as it was pitch dark we found the bad places by pushing the car off the 
track from time to time.  We would then feel with our hands until we located the track 
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again, lift the car on and push ahead.  The track ran along the side of an open road, which 
was crowded with guns, ammunition, trains, etc., which added to the enjoyment of the 
trip. 
 Fritz was shelling this road from time to time, but his aim was poor as far as we 
were concerned.  Our own guns were quiet as the big show was not to be pulled off ‘till 
morning. 
 We finally arrived at our destination, a communication trench, and proceeded to 
carry in our mortars and ammunition.  This trench was knee deep in mud and water, and 
as we had to carry uphill, we certainly had to exert every ounce of strength to get the 
work done.  We stored our material temporarily in a good dugout and rested about an 
hour before we set up our guns. 
 About one a.m. our artillery started in their barrage, and it was one continual roar 
from then ‘till the boys went over the top. 
 We put on our own little show just before the infantry attacked, and then went 
back to the dugout with our mortars as Fritz was dropping quite a few shells around us.  
We stayed in the dugout ‘till noon and then went out to find our kitchen, which we were 
told was in the woods about three miles distant.  We finally found the kitchen and got a 
hot meal, the first in thirty hours.  That night I slept in a dugout in the woods, which had 
a stove in it.  We made a fire and got partly dried out, but as we didn’t have our packs we 
had to keep on our wet clothes. 
 The next day, Friday, we went back to our position, got our guns and carried them 
four miles to a main road, which took all day.  We finally found our packs; although, the 
kitchen had moved on, and I got my blankets and slept beside the road in what had been 
no-man’s-land thirty-six hours before.  Our platoon was still behind the rest of the 
company, so we got up at dawn and marched eight miles with full packs until we came to 
a little village where the company had stopped the night before. 
 We got a meal there about noon and rested until the next day, Sunday, when we 
moved back here where we lived before the drive. 
 We had a good opportunity to see how the Germans have lived for four years, and 
as there had been little fighting along this part of the line during that time, he certainly 
had things fixed up fine.  Within a mile of his front line trench, we found a dugout, which 
had been used as a cow barn for a Boche officer’s private milk supply. 
 The boys collected many souvenirs as Fritz left almost everything behind him 
when he departed, but I didn’t see anything that I thought enough of to take along.  The 
envelope in which this letter is enclosed is German. 
 While at the liberated village, we ate Boche rations.  I think his soldiers are well 
fed as everything we got hold of was of the best. 
 I can write more freely of this battle than of some other actions I have been in or 
witnessed, as I did not see a dead American or Frenchman and only a few wounded.  I 
saw probably one hundred dead Germans in the part of the field I covered.  It was my 
first experience in the famous trenches of modern warfare.  On the other front there were 
no trenches, only little holes, which we call fox holes.  The famous trench mud and 
trench rats are as bad and large as I had imagined. 
 No words can describe the terrible desolation and dismal chaos of the strip that 
has been no-man’s-land for four years.  The first and second German lines were 
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obliterated by the Yankee barrage and no living thing could have survived, except in the 
deep dugouts, which are not destroyed except by a direct hit from a very large shell. 
 I am perfectly well and haven’t even got a cold; although, I lived for two or three 
days in mud, water and wet clothes. 
 I will close for today, but may write more before I mail this. 
 

September 17, 1918 
 

 I had hoped that we would get some mail yesterday but was disappointed, as 
usual, so I won’t hold this letter any longer. 
 I saw a great many German prisoners, and they all seemed to be glad to be out of 
the fight.  I also saw Austrians, Hungarians and even Rumanians fresh from the 
battlefield. 
 Most of our company was with the American infantry, but several of our gun 
teams, my own among them, worked in connection with the French Colonial Infantry.  
These men are all as black as the ace of spades, are great fighters and have a real love of 
the hand-to-hand fight.  They especially like to work with the Yanks. 
 Our work was to throw over smoke bombs to form a screen behind which the 
infantry could advance without being visible to the Boche machine gunners.  We also 
used other bombs, which tend to discourage machine gun activity. 
 I have rambled along quite awhile without saying much, so will say goodbye for 
this time.  Much love to all. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

France, September 18, 1918 
 
Letter #39 
 The mail came today, and it came in large, joyous quantities, too.  I received 
about twenty-five letters, including #25, #26 and #27 from you, Edna’s of August 2nd, 
17th, 22nd;  Emily’s #7, including the envelope of clippings, the poem and the razor 
blades,  also a letter from Uncle Homer.  To say that all this kindness was appreciated is 
putting it mildly, indeed.  I also got back a letter from St. Louis, which I wrote to Pearle 
Wilson in July.   I will not have time to write her another, so you needn’t bother to send 
me her new address.  I haven’t read all the clippings, but will peruse them during my 
leisure moments. 
 So Dick  (I assume this is a reference to the family dog – CVS) is dead.  May he 
rest in peace and always have plenty of bones in the Happy Hunting Grounds. 
 The poem is making the rounds of the billet and is attracting many a chuckle from 
those who can appreciate such clever nonsense. 
 Don’t worry about the package, as there was nothing asked for that I cannot 
readily get along without.  I have plenty of razor blades and also have another razor, 
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which I bought cheap from a fellow who was broke.  In regard to the candy, we still are 
able to get such things from our canteen about once a week, and the Q.M. is going to 
begin issuing candy (one-half pound per week) to every man in the A.E.F. 
 I am afraid you won’t get the “Stars and Strips,” as there aren’t enough copies to 
go around among all the troops, and I understand that lots of subscriptions, which were 
taken for folks at home, will not be filled for that reason. 
 I am not concerned any longer about the insurance papers since reading the notice 
Emily sent me. 
 Your letters are especially helpful when I am at the front, and I always carry at 
least three of your latest ones in my inside blouse pocket.  They are a splendid antidote 
for homesickness, blues, etc., to which we are all subject at times.  Unfortunately, I must 
destroy much valuable correspondence, which I would like to keep, as a soldier has to 
travel light.  But always hold onto yours until I get others to take their places. 
 Of course, all the soldiers write home and boost their own outfits, and so with all 
due modesty I must say that our company is one of the best, and has proved its worth 
under rather trying conditions. 
 This morning we had muster roll and President Wilson’s message of 
congratulation to the Army, which won the recent victory, was read to us.  Also a 
message from General Pershing, one from our corps commander, as well as from the 
general commanding the division to which we are attached.  Of course, these messages 
were not for our company alone, but we were part of the men who did the work.  Our 
own colonel also thanked us for “carrying on under particularly trying conditions until we 
would have dropped from sheer exhaustion, had we not had the will to win,” or words to 
that effect.  Such praise sounds very sweet to those of us who got a little discouraged a 
couple of months ago when we were building roads, etc., instead of doing combat duty. 
 I am enclosing a clipping from today’s New York Herald, which was of particular 
interest to me.  It will be self-explanatory. 
 From what dad said about a corporal’s duties in the Civil War, the army system 
must have changed considerably since then. 
 Edna’s clippings about Guy Empey came in very handily, as we had quite an 
argument about him last night.  I have lost all respect I ever had for him, as I can think 
well of no man who commercializes his services over here before the war is over or 
before he is unable to fight longer. 
 I knew Duffy Swanson once, but never thought of him as made of heroic stuff; the 
war changes many things and many men.  
 We are resting in our old billet, and nothing much of interest has occurred.  We 
were working at our railroad dump the other night when Fritz pulled off an air raid in our 
vicinity.  When the bombs began to drop, we beat it for a dugout, which was already 
occupied by about twenty Alabama niggers.  They were sure a scared bunch, and when 
we began talking one of them said, “Heah yo’ keep still.  Dat Boche will heah you’ all 
talkin’ and den it will be bang, bang, goodbye.”  In the interest of peace and harmony, we 
shut up. 
 Much love to all. 
 

France, Sunday, 9-22-18 
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Letter #40 
 Nothing of particular interest has happened since I last wrote, but as there is 
nothing required of us today I will take this opportunity to drop you a line or two. 
 In my last letter, I mentioned the large amount of mail, which I received 
Wednesday.  Thursday I received several more letters, among which was one dated 
August 8th and one from Dell Ashley, which contained some very sensational German 
spy stories, which are important, if true. 
 You have spoken several times of Muriel hearing from Asa that he was homesick.  
I have yet to talk to an American soldier in France who isn’t homesick.  They all want to 
go home as soon as possible, and they all realize that the only way to get home is by 
smashing the Hun, and that’s the main reason why Americans fight so hard and so 
cleverly.  It will take much better troops than any that the Kaiser has left to ever stop our 
boys, for over the Rhine lies Victory and Home for all of us. 
 We moved a short distance the other night and are now in wooden barracks, 
which have been used by the French, and which make very comfortable quarters during 
this rather squally weather we are having.  We are not quite within range of Fritz’s guns, 
and as long as the nights remain cloudy we are not likely to be bothered by his airplanes.  
There are thousands of such wooden shacks as ours behind the lines anyhow, and it 
would require a wiser man than the Boche to tell at night which are occupied and which 
are not.  We can have lights here, too, as each window is provided with a black paper 
shade and no gleam of light gets through to the outside. 
 When we got to the little village of ____________, about twelve hours after it 
was occupied by our infantry, the few inhabitants who had survived the German 
occupation already had the tricolor of France displayed in their windows.  Strips of blue, 
white and red paper pinned together were the favorite substitute for the flags they had 
been forced to destroy. 
 The old-line trenches, of course, ran over hills, through valleys, in the midst of 
forests and across open fields.  They twisted and turned and angled here and there in a 
most bewildering manner, jutting out in sharp little salients and then retreating to take 
advantage of the cover of some hill or other natural protection.  This produced a rather 
peculiar condition at the point where my gun was set up.  My position was in a 
communication trench between the first and second lines, and I was firing over the brow 
of a little hill into some German machine gun nests, which I couldn’t see and never have 
seen yet, for that matter, all ranges, azimuths and elevations being taken from maps.  At 
my back and below me were some of our guns, which were firing in almost the opposite 
direction and which were also firing on Boche machine guns.  I could see their target but 
could not see my own.  Such is modern warfare.  Everyone does his little part, and only 
the commander-in-chief knows the purpose and scheme of it all.  
 I saw a good many German military cemeteries behind what had been their third 
line.  These were rather elaborate affairs, and many of the officers’ graves, especially, 
were surmounted by large tombstones of stone or concrete.  Each grave was surrounded 
by a little rustic wooden fence, and the whole showed a surprising amount of care and 
attention.  The German mind must move in “strange ways its wonders to perform,” as the 
same people who cared so faithfully for their fallen soldiers have violated every rule of 
civilization and have made of war a thing of horror beyond imagination for the 
noncombatant women and children, especially. 
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 While the battle was still on, the newly captured Germans were put to work as 
stretcher bearers, carrying wounded, French colonials, in this instance, from the field 
dressing station back to the ambulances, a distance of about two miles.  They were 
unguarded while at this work, but went about it skillfully, and I noticed that they were 
very careful not to jar or shake the stretchers unnecessarily.  One stretcher we passed had 
a burly African on it who was lying peacefully on the shoulders of four Huns, smoking a 
cigarette.  When he saw our uniforms, he raised himself up on one elbow, nodded his 
head at the bearers and spoke the two words we all understand, “Boche fini.” 
 Until one a.m. of the night of the drive I hadn’t heard an American gun.  Then it 
seemed as if thousands spoke at once, and the sky behind us became a sheet of flame 
while the roar of the guns was just solid, continuous noise.  It continued without much 
letup until five a.m., when all the guns in the world seemed to have been fired at once and 
the famous drumfire or rolling barrage began.  Fritz was replying with all he had, but he 
didn’t have enough to bother anybody very much.  This has been a rambling letter, but it 
leaves me well and in good spirits. 
 With much love to all. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fleville, France October 31, 1918 
 

(This is another recollection that Van Schoick put down on paper a year following his 
return from the front, January 1920 – CVS) 
 
 We have been “standing by” at Fleville on the edge of the Argonne for almost two 
weeks, and in that time have been up to our position before Landrs, St. Georges on 
several nights to do preparatory work.  We all know that it is a very bad place for Stokes 
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mortar work, an open field with no trenches or other protection and the Boche less than a 
city block away.  The drive has been postponed as least once and perhaps twice, and the 
air has been full of rumors as to the cause of the postponement.  The favorite story is that 
a Yank intelligence officer, a major, has strolled over to the German lines and that the 
enemy has full knowledge of our plans. 
 About three o’clock in the afternoon we are told that we will go in at 11:00 
tonight.  We have a hearty supper at 4:00, and then begins that interminable period of 
waiting, which was the hardest part of every engagement for me.  Several of us have been 
sleeping in a vaulted stone wine cellar, damp, musty and smelly, but almost bomb proof.  
We spend the evening in talking of anything and everything but the coming “show.”  An 
attempt at card playing does not prove very successful.  We have our combat packs made 
up, our rifles cleaned and our gasmasks inspected carefully.  Each man has told his most 
particular buddy in just what pocket he carried his diary or his surplus francs.  We don’t 
want the medics or the burying parties to get them. 
 At eight o’clock our platoon leader shows me a map, which gives me an idea of 
how far we are expected to advance tomorrow.  We are to pass to the left of St. Georges, 
as that place will be full of our own gas.  Then we will lead off to the left towards 
Imecourt, which has been heavily fortified by the Boche, and where we may be required 
to put over a smoke screen.  Remonville, off to the right of Imecourt, is our objective, and 
when we reach there we are to be relieved. 
 At 10:30 the cooks call us for a sandwich and a cup of coffee.  We line up in the 
pitch blackness and devour the food eagerly as we know that there will be nothing but 
iron rations for us tomorrow and perhaps for several days.  As we eat we note that the 
Boche is shelling the road we will take in a few moments and is even throwing a few 
“G.I.” cans into Fleville itself. 
 We fall-in in front of our billets at eleven sharp.  Each corporal checks up his gun 
team, and at a low word of command, we right face and the march in has begun.  We 
march in “road column,” a single file of men on each side of the road and ten paces 
between each two men in column.  This formation allows wheeled traffic to have most of 
the road, and in case a shell bursts in the road, it will not “get” as many of our men as it 
would were we marching in column of squads. 
 The road is crowded with infantry, artillery, engine trains and trucks.  The 
infantry belong to the Second Division, and we are glad that we are to work with such 
experienced troops.  About 500 yards from the village the road forks.  The main road 
continuing to the left through the valley towards Grand Pre, while we turn to the right and 
begin to climb over two or three hills towards Sommerance and St. Georges. 
 We pass directly in front of two batteries of 8-inch howitzers, but they are not 
firing just then; on past battery after battery of 75’s and 155’s.  Each battery position is 
piled high with ammunition, no attempt at camouflage having been made, as Fritz will be 
too busy tomorrow to do much observing or photographing. 
 A little further on we have to leave the road to get around a little tangle of dead 
men and horses where the Boche has made a direct hit on the dense traffic.  We can see 
the shrapnel bursting high above the road ahead of us, and we set our tin hats a little more 
firmly on our heads and “kid” each other nervously. 
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 As we come down the hill into Sommerance we pass the reserve infantry 
positions.  The doughboys have dug in along a protecting bank or in the ditch, and they 
are curled up in their holes waiting for the zero hour when they will go forward. 
 On through Sommerance, a rather complete ruin of the fall of 1918 model, but 
alive with men, trucks, horses, guns and machine gun mules.  Ten or twelve trucks loaded 
with heavy planks and timbers stand at one end of the village.  They will go forward 
tomorrow and the engineers will use the material to build a road across the swampy 
ground between here and St. Georges so that the guns can go through. 
 Turning to the right at the end of the village, we head straight for the front line.  
We do not talk at all now, but stumble along as rapidly as possible, as Fritz has a bad 
habit of sweeping this path with his machine guns. 
 We see no troops at all now; although, we know that they are dug in all around us.  
Everyone is keeping down and as much undercover as possible.  A few shells are singing 
overhead, both from our guns and the enemy’s, but the shells are headed for the back 
areas, and we need pay no attention to them.  Several machine guns are tapping lazily 
nearby, and now and then we hear the sharp crack of a rifle, but the night is really a very 
quiet one for this sector. 
 We have stored our Stokes mortars and ammunition several days ago in a little 
clump of woods about halfway between Sommerance and St. Georges.  The American 
front line is just in front of this woods and the Boche are two- or three-hundred yards 
away, entrenched and protected by barbwire.  On the north edge of the woods is our 
projector position.  We have installed eighty projectors, forty loaded with TNT or high 
explosive bombs and forty with phosgene, an asphyxiating gas.  The target is St. Georges, 
and at 3:39 a.m., which is also the barrage hour, three of our men will discharge the 
projectors with an electric blasting machine and a ton of gas and explosives will be 
hurled into the village instantaneously, off to the left, and much closer to a clump of 
scattered, leafless bushes in an open field.  At 5:30 a.m. the infantry zero hour, we are to 
throw thermite from this position into a couple of machine gun nests in front of us. 
 Our party consists of four gun teams of five men each and an ammunition-
carrying party of twenty men.  As we reach the woods, we pick up our mortars, base 
plates, tools and ammunitions with as little noise as possible.  It is no easy task for each 
man to get the load assigned to him in the pitch darkness, but we have been well trained 
in this work.  And in a minute or two we start out in single file for the position.  Each 
man is carrying from 30 to 90 pounds, in addition to his full infantry equipment, so we 
pray for a short carry. 
 We just get fairly started when a stream of sparks shoots skyward in front of us, 
and each man freezes instantly.  A second more and the very light bursts, and the scene 
becomes as light as day.  How can the Boche help but see us?  We are tempted to throw 
ourselves on the ground to avoid the burst of machine gun fire, which we fully expect, 
but as we hold our breaths the light dies down and we move forward again.  This is 
repeated several times; each time we freeze.  Each time we expect to be shot down, and 
nothing happens. 
 We pass some holes, almost falling down into one of them and know that we are 
crossing the front line, but we see no sign of our infantry.  Perhaps they have moved up a 
little and are still in front of us. 
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 We come to a little patch of bushes and are halted while the lieutenant and 
sergeant hold a whispered consultation.  We have gone too far, so we lose no time in 
getting back as quietly as possible, as Fritz is very, very close.  Circling back into the 
bushes, we lay down our burdens, pick out a place for each mortar and begin digging in 
the guns. 
 There is no time to lose, as it is now 12:30 and we should have our guns set up 
and our holes dug for our own protection by the time the barrage starts at 3:30 o’clock.  
We work as rapidly as possible.  The ground is soft mud and sticks to the shovels, full of 
roots, which are hard to find and cut in the dark.  The mud makes poor filling for 
sandbags, but it is all we have so we must make the best of it.  Fritz is nervous and sends 
up lights frequently, which also tend to delay the work. 
 Two of my men are digging holes for themselves, while three of us set the gun, 
but as we have only one shovel for five men, we make slow progress.  I am wearing my 
wristwatch in my pants pocket as a Boche sniper might spot its illuminated face and take 
a shot at it, and incidentally me.  A cautious glance at it, and I am startled to see that it is 
already 3:15.  There is still much to do, and we redouble our efforts.  It is like a 
nightmare, this race against time.  We are ringing wet with sweat, smeared with mud and 
trembling with fatigue, but we must get the gun set. 
 Finally as I am making the last adjustment for altitude an immense red flash 
bursts from the ground to the southeast, and a hollow, heavy explosion shakes the earth.  
My first thought is that a dump has been exploded, but someone says, “The projectors!”  I 
realize that it is 3:30, and the show is on.  As if the firing of the projectors was a signal, 
every gun on the American side fires as if at one command, the sky flames crimson and 
orange as far as we can see.  There is an indescribable roar, the shells come crashing, 
rumbling, whistling and singing over our heads, and the war is over for a lot of Boche 
right then. 
 As the American shells begin to play on the German trenches, we are treated to a 
wonderful display of fireworks.  Heine is worried and is sending up all the signal rockets 
he has, as fast as he can touch them off.  Red lights for help from his own guns, green 
lights warning his men further back of the gas we have sent over, and a regular barrage of 
white and orange lights of different kinds.  But we don’t have much time to gaze at the 
terribly beautiful scene in front of us, as the German guns are rapidly coming into action 
and shells are breaking dangerously close. 
 Conn and I make the final adjustments to the little mortar and pack ourselves into 
the little hole, which Marshall has dug for us beside the gun, just as a burst of machine 
gun bullets cut the twigs around us.  The hole isn’t very deep and it isn’t big enough to 
hold all of our anatomy.  A head being of more general utility to a man than a foot, we 
slide down facing each other, with one of his feet resting on my shoulder and one of my 
feet out in the cold world above ground. 
 (All of this happened over a year ago, so I’ll write the rest of it in the past tense 
and see if I can’t get along faster.) 
 Fortunately for us the Boche wasn’t using any shrapnel in our vicinity, and shells, 
which fell close to us, were buried so deep in the soft mud that we had little to fear except 
for a direct hit.  We were showered with heavy chunks of mud frequently, and small 
pieces of hot shell fragments were continually clinking against our helmets but did no 
damage. 
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 There was one Boche gun that worried me particularly.  I got so I could pick out 
its hollow boom ‘midst all of the racket and could hear the shell rumbling over toward us 
until it finally exploded with a tremendous crash.  This gun was evidently being shifted 
back and forth along part of the line we were on.  We seemed to be on the extreme left of 
its target.  The first shell would explode way off to my left; the second would be closer, 
and so on, until the fifth, which would come so near that we would be showered with 
mud.  Then it would work back to the left again and repeat the process. 
 I felt sure that sooner or later that fifth shell would drop among us.  It did.  It hit 
the ground so close to us that it squeezed the sides of the hole still tighter against us.  We 
held our breath and wondered how high we would be blown, but it was a dud.  As far as I 
know, all the other shells fired by that gun, and I listened to them coming over for about 
two hours, exploded but that one. 
 About four o’clock the lieutenant crawled over to me and yelled, “Get your 
ammunition ready now, and we’ll get out of here ‘till zero.”  I didn’t know of a safe place 
within walking distance and he didn’t either, but as long as I had to get the ammunition 
ready sometime I thought that I might as well do it then.  So I crawled out very carefully, 
got on my knees and finally stood upright; though, I felt about twenty feet tall.  We had to 
set time fuses and cut them.  In order to see to set the fuses, it was necessary to use a 
flashlight muffled with a khaki handkerchief.  It took about ten minutes to prepare that 
ammunition, and that hole certainly felt good as I slid down into the wet mud again. 
 Zero hour, 5:30 a.m., and the first gray light of dawn came at last.  At least three 
men are supposed to handle a gun in action, but Conn and I decided that it was useless for 
the third man to expose himself unless he was particularly needed, so we made him stay 
down.  I stood at the muzzle of the gun with Conn on his knees beside me.  At the 
command ”Standby,” I held a 30-pound thermite resting in the muzzle, and at the 
command “Fire,” I released it.  It slid to the bottom, the propelling charge exploded, and 
it was shot out towards Fritz.  As the bomb left the gun, a long stream of flame shot out 
from the muzzle, making an excellent machine gun target, but again our luck held and we 
finished our show without a casualty. 
 As we fired the last shot, I looked toward our target for the first time and could 
see the thermite bursting high in the air and raining molten metal down on the supposed 
machine gunners. 
 The doughboys, Marines in this case, would be advancing now, but as the air was 
full of gas, smoke and fog we could see nothing of them.  As we were to advance with 
the second wave of the infantry, we crawled back into the hole again until it was time to 
go forward.  Just after the show, the Boche began sweeping our position with machine 
guns and one-pounders.  The latter have a most wicked sound and worried me 
considerably.  It was at this time that Lane was killed, and Sgt. Tucker and several others 
were wounded.  Conn was hit in the nose by a small piece of shrapnel and bled profusely 
from both nostrils.  As the medic was busy with Lane and the others, Thornburg and I got 
Conn’s nose plugged and bandaged and sent him to the rear.  But not until we were both 
covered with blood. 
 It was now almost six and fast getting light, but still we had seen no infantry and 
the Boche seemed as lively as ever.  They sniped at us merrily with machine guns every 
time we showed ourselves, and we kept down as much as possible.  At last we saw an 
irregular line of men advancing slowly toward us through the smoke and mist, and as we 
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looked we heard a sharp whistle.  And down they went, flat on the ground, with their 
rifles pointed in our direction.  Our officer jumped up and waved at them; there was 
another blast of the whistle and up came a platoon of the five U.S. Marines.  They were a 
part of the first wave of Yanks, and as they thought there were no troops ahead of them 
but Germans, they were rather surprised to see us so far forward. 
 One of them walked past me he said, “You guys been out here all night?”  I said, 
“Yep.”  “Like hell you have,” said the Marine and went on with his Boche hunting. 
 In a few minutes the machine gun fire stopped, a forlorn-looking group of Boche 
prisoners came wandering back, unguarded, and we knew that the Boche was again on 
the run.  In order to help him to continue running, in case he stopped too soon, we picked 
up our guns and ammunition and just as the first rays of the autumn sun struggled through 
the mist, we “carried on.” 

 
 (There are letters missing following letter #40.  We pick up again with letter #48, 
which follows the Bloomington Pantagraph’s introduction to Van Schoick’s letters 
describing peace day at the front.  The First Gas Regiment was in an advance position 
when the Armistice was signed – CVS) 
 
 “Peace day at the front was a happy day for the Americans, but it was a joy 
tempered with a large amount of sadness, for there were many burial parties held on the 
morning that the whole world was rejoicing.  So writes Corp. E. H. Van Schoick in 
additional letters received by his mother this week.  He was located with the other 
members of the First Gas Regiment with the most advanced American infantry line at the 
time peace was declared.  His letters follow:” 
 

 
Beaumont, France, November 9, 1918 

 
Letter #48 
 After following the Boche for about a week, we have arrived at a fair-sized town 
where we are resting for a day or two.  Last week we worked for several nights on the 
line getting ready for the Show, then on October 31st, Halloween, we went up to take part 
in the push, which gave Fritz such a good start homeward that he is still running. 
 Our positions were in advance of our front lines, and that Halloween, which we 
spent in No Man’s Land under the Hun barrage and with a hurricane fire of our own 
artillery hurtling over our heads, will be one that none of us will every forget.  It was the 
most terrific barrage the American Army has ever put over. 
 That day, November 1, we went forward with the infantry and have been with 
them until this town was reached.  We were the first American foot soldiers to enter this 
town.  The infantry outflanked the place, and it was entered and “mopped up” by our 
cavalry.  That was in the morning.  And we entered the town later in the day and had a 
hard time getting in, as the Hun artillery was very close and had direct observation on 
us…there were also a few snipers hiding in the city itself. 
 There were several hundred French civilians here when the Yanks advanced, so 
our artillery did not shell the place.  But the Hun is no respecter of persons, and that night 
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he shelled the city with both high explosives and gas while the old men and women lay in 
the cellars and dugouts and shivered with cold and terror. 
 A fine old church, which is the most conspicuous landmark in the town, seemed 
to be his target.  This church had only one shell hole in it when we entered.  Since then it 
has been hit fifteen or twenty times.  The church has been used as barracks, but about 
one-fourth of the space near the altar had been screened off and the civilians were 
allowed to worship there.  The organ is still intact, and somebody is playing hymns on it 
now.  An Army chaplain played it for an hour or two yesterday, but Fritz began shelling 
and the concert came to an abrupt close. 
 I slept in a deep wine cellar until last night when four of us decided it was quiet 
enough to move, so we are occupying a small room in a building across the street from 
the church. 
 We have a small iron cook stove and all the utensils we need.  Our rations were 
slow in coming up, so we did some foraging.  The civilians were, of course, evacuated to 
the rear as soon as possible and gladly turned their meager supplies over to us.  We have 
had all the vegetables we needed, potatoes, turnips, cabbage and carrots in abundance, 
and as every French family keeps a few rabbits we had two messes of fried rabbits.  
Yesterday we found some hives and got a large frame of honey, so with what rations did 
get through we have been living high. 
 The weather continues mild in temperature but with a few bright clear days, it 
being cloudy most of the time with much rain. 
 Boche planes were overhead today and dropped some more of their stupid 
propaganda literature.  This time it was an appeal to American troops to lay down their 
arms and come over and surrender.  They promised good treatment and food and brought 
up the old witless arguments that we were fighting France and England’s battle and had 
no real quarrel with Germany ourselves.  Such stuff is, of course, simply a waste of 
printing materials, but is interesting as showing how little idea the Boche has of the 
character of the American soldier. 
 

Ville-sur-Cousances, France,  November 12, 1918 
 

Letter #49 
 The war is over!  I can’t realize it yet so will not attempt to splurge much about it.  
Suffice to say that I am very thankful that I have come through the great ordeal unscathed 
in body or mind. 
 I was at the front at 11:00 a.m. yesterday when the armistice went into effect, and 
the artillery on both sides was fairly active until about 10:00 a.m., after which the firing 
gradually died down.  At eleven o’clock all was quiet.  At noon I left the company to 
return to our camp in the rear, as my furlough had gone through and I was ordered to go 
back and begin my vacation. 
 My leave was to begin November 1, but as we were busy on the line at that time I 
couldn’t get away.  I am supposed to go to Nice, spend seven days there and be back with 
the outfit by November 20, which is manifestly impossible, as Nice is three or four days’ 
journey from here.  But I will try to get the time extended and if successful will leave 
here day after tomorrow. 
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 It was hard, tedious work getting back from the front on the truck, and we had to 
tie up all night on the road, owing to mud, jams and shell holes.  We finally got into camp 
about two o’clock this afternoon; although, we were due here last night. 
 There was no great outburst of enthusiasm among the troops in the line upon the 
receipt of the armistice news.  The news was so big, so important and meant so much to 
all of us that a man doesn’t feel much like cheering or yelling but felt more like getting 
by himself and thinking it over. 
 There was quite a heavy engagement on our sector Sunday night as the 
ambulances and burial parties were busy Monday morning; that also had a sobering 
effect.  It seemed hard that men should die when peace was so near.  
 Last night there were unshaded lights and open campfires for the first time in five 
months.  The autos and those of the trucks which are equipped with headlights had them 
turned on, and that in itself was enough to show that the war was over. 
 The big question now is, “When do we sail for home?”  I do not know but believe 
we will be among the first to leave as we were among the first to arrive and have seen 
much service. 
 The Germans fought hard against our boys until the last day.  The Americans 
never had any such easy going as the French and British have had lately. 
 

Wednesday, November 13, 1918 
 

 Our leaves are still in abeyance so will close now.  The weather is fine but getting 
rather wintry. 
 I know that this will find all at home well and extremely well satisfied that “la 
guerre fini.” Elmer 
 
 From the Bloomington Pantagraph: “Corporal Van Schoick was the only member 
of the Gas Company from this city to write letters.  The work of the First Gas Regiment, 
the only one of its kind, is described in the letters of Corporal E. H. Van Schoick to his 
father, S. H. Van Schoick.  This regiment has been cited several times for distinctive 
service, and its members are entitled to a large black “A” worn on the left shoulder of the 
uniform signifying “First American Army.”  A number of the members of Company D., 
with Corporal Van Schoick are now on a short sightseeing tour before returning to 
America.”  On this date, Van Schoick pens two letters, one to his father and one to his 
mother. 
 

Nice, France, November 23, 1918 
 

Dear Father, 
 I have just learned that the censorship on letters has been considerably moderated, 
and that tomorrow we are supposed to write to our dad and tell exactly how it happened 
and where. 
 I have written something of our line of work before but may not have made clear 
what we were doing.  Our company was equipped with four-pound Stokes or trench 
mortars, and we worked with the infantry against the machine gun nests, pill boxes, 
strongly fortified villages, etc. 
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 Our extreme range was about 1000 yards, so we had to get up rather closer than 
that to the target.  This wasn’t hard to do in the old trench warfare, but in the open 
fighting which soon developed, we had to get into some very dangerous positions in 
order to pull off our “shows,” as we called them.  We also developed the stunt of putting 
on a show.  Then when the infantry advanced we would follow, and when they were 
stopped by too much machine gun resistance we would set up our guns and try to help 
them out.  Our equipment was all of British manufacture and a little heavy for open 
country work. 
 We could shoot gas shells, smoke shells or thermite, but usually we depended on 
the latter two.  Thermite is molten metal, and when shells are bursting about 50 feet 
above the target they present a most terrific spectacle as if it was raining fire. 
 We also used projectors, which had a range of 2,000 yards for shooting gas bombs 
and high explosives, but I won’t say much about these now. 
 We landed at Brest and proceeded by way of Nevers Tours and Dijon to Langress, 
but in April we moved to a village called La Ville aux Bols (village of the woods) about 
four miles from Chaumont, which was general headquarters for the A.E.F. at that time.  
You will find Chaumont in eastern central France and on the Marne and Langress just 
south of it. 
 The latter part of June we proceeded in trucks down the Marnes valley to the little 
hamlet of Rougeville on the south bank of the river, not far from La Ferte and about 40 
miles from Paris. 
After the great Allied offensive started in July, we first got into action near Fere-en-
Tardenais just in front of the famous village of Seringes, which was the scene of so much 
hard fighting.  We also fought on the Vesle River in August just west if Fismes at the 
village at St. Thibaut. 
 About the middle of August we were brought to Blaise near Shaumont for a 
week’s rest and then went to Rambluzin, southwest of Verdun to take part in the St. 
Mihiel drive.  You won’t be able to find these little villages on your maps, but I’ll have 
mine showing when I get home.  On September 13 we operated at Les Esparges on the 
extreme allied left with the French colonial troops. 
 Our next operation was in the Argonne drive, and we were in the line for two 
weeks, operating on September 26th at Esnes near Montfaucon (northwest of Verdun) and 
then through the terrible fighting, which followed until we were relieved. 
 On October 20th we went up to Fleville, west of the Meuse and on the northeast 
edge of the Argonne to take part in the final drive.  We installed projectors near this town 
and then on Halloween we went out into No Man’s Land with our mortars, and that night 
is still a hideous nightmare to me.  We put on our show at 5:00 a.m., and it was a good 
one.  A little later the Marines went over the top and although we followed them for a 
week they didn’t need us again until Sunday, November 10th when our 2nd and 3rd 
platoons put on the final show of the war.  This was near Beaumont on the Meuse River, 
and its object was to draw fire and confuse Fritz while the 2nd Engineers put over some 
bridges.  I think that it was fairly successful but was not there myself as my platoon was 
resting. 
 The company’s now at Verdun, and I am at Nice on leave and darn glad to be 
here. 
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 Our regiment was the only one of its kind in the A.E.F. and consisted of six 
companies.  These companies worked separately or in battalions of two companies each.  
At one time we were scattered from the Swiss frontier to Chateau-Thierry but are now all 
assembled at Verdun. 
 We are not attached to any division but belong to the First American Army and 
wear a black A on our left shoulders.  I understand that we have been cited several times 
for meritorious service and will be entitled to wear a cord looped around the left shoulder 
as an insignia of honor.  But that hasn’t developed yet. 
 All the boys expect that we be home among the first and some advised me not to 
go on leave for fear I would be left behind, but I am not afraid of that.  Besides, I had the 
opportunity of a lifetime in this trip. 
 Do you know what the finest thing I have seen in France was?  It was the sight of 
the United States Marines advancing through the mist toward us as we lay in between the 
lines on November 1st.  One look at those boys walking along as unconcerned about 
Fritz’s fire as if he was throwing snowballs at them and one didn’t need to wonder why 
the war was almost over. 
 The seasoned Yankee soldier is the finest, coolest, deadliest fighting man in the 
world, bar none.  It was during this last drive that they got in the habit of advancing all 
day until dark (it gets dark at 4:00 p.m. here now), and then about midnight they would 
sneak up on Fritz and start him running again.  You can’t expect a mere German to stand 
against men who do things that way.  It ain’t in the books. 
 Much love to yourself and mother.  E. H. V. S. 
 

Nice, France, November 23, 1918 
 

Dear Mother, 
 Sitting here in the casino, which is built out over the blue waters of the 
Mediterranean, it is hard to realize that this is in the same France, which I left last 
Wednesday.  We left the battleground of the world to some to the playground of Europe, 
and the contrast is too great to be easily described.  But I’ll tell you a little about our trip 
down here and not write much of Nice until I come to know it better. 
 We left the company barracks at _______in the war zone last Wednesday 
morning, and as transportation is still in a congested state we walked about six miles to 
the village of ___________.  Here we “mooched” a meal from the kitchen of a company 
of railroad engineers, and at 2:00 p.m. we got a train on the narrow gauge railroad 
for____________, which is quite a large town.  This train is what is known as a leave or 
permissionaire’s train and is run by the French for the benefit of soldiers going on leave. 
 We got to Bar-le-Duc at 6:00 p.m. and had supper at the canteen maintained by 
the French Red Cross.  We left there at 11:00 p.m. for Paris on a regular express train, 
and although the train was very crowded with soldiers, Allied prisoners of war and a few 
civilians, we were fortunate enough to get a seat in a 2nd-class coach. 
 At 7:00 a.m., our train pulled into the Gare du L’Est in Paris and after registering 
we were given a pass good until 8:05 p.m.  the same night, when we must leave for Nice.  
It was up to us to see Paris in twelve hours, and I think that we did fairly well. 
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 At 9:00 a.m. we left on a sightseeing trip via auto, and you know how much one 
can see in a short time in this way.  I won’t attempt to enter into any description of the 
places we saw, but we were all over the regular tourist route. 
 Paris is rejoicing these days, and every building is decorated in the flags of the 
Allies.  Our own colors are second only to the tri-color of France in numbers and 
prominence. 
 Notre Dame, sandbagged outside and elaborately decorated inside, was especially 
interesting.  As in the case of most of the other churches, the stained glass windows have 
been removed, one only remaining, so that we can get some idea of how beautiful the 
others must have been. 
 We spend considerable time in the Palais de Justice and the Stine Chappelle 
church, all of which was very fine and artistic and very old, but also rather uninteresting 
to me, I fear. 
 At the foot of the Boulevard du President Wilson is a statue of George 
Washington, and in his hand he now bears the Stars and Stripes, as well as his sword. 
 The Place de la Concorde is crowded with trophies of the war, Boche airplanes, 
etc.  The statues of the cities of Lille and Strassburg were almost covered with wreaths of 
flowers and flags of France. 
 The streets were filled with people, but most of them were soldiers in uniform or 
women in black.  One can see uniforms of every color and style and representing all the 
Allied nations in a short walk along any of the principal boulevards. 
 Towards evening we took a taxi to the Gare du Lyon, and after going through 
much red tape finally got a ticket and second class seat reserved for Marseilles.  The later 
was a good investment, as they only run half enough trains these days, and many people 
had to stand during the 18-hour journey. 
 We passed through Lyons, second city of France and silk center of the world, 
yesterday morning, then on down the valley of the Rhone, into the Riviera, or California, 
of France.  Olive and orange trees, bamboo and palm, reminded a Southern California 
boy of his home.  Arriving at 4:00 p.m., we intended to stop overnight, but our passes 
would not permit us to do this.  So we had to leave at 4:15 p.m. for Nice. 
 This journey to Nice was on the slowest train in the world, and we had no seat.  
We had to stand up all night, not having even room to sit down on the floor.  Although 
we were due here at midnight, we didn’t get in until 5:00 a.m.  But soldiering teaches 
patience, so a good breakfast and a snooze between sheets (for the first time in almost a 
year) until 1:00 p.m. and another meal, and the discomforts of travel in war times are 
forgotten. 
 Nice is the most beautiful place I have ever seen.  It is built along the curving 
shore of the bay and up the sides of the hills overlooking the bay.  The buildings are 
mostly glistening white marble and contrast wonderfully with the green of the semi-
tropical trees, which cover the hills.  The casino is a beautiful structure of white marble 
and plate glass.  At present, it is devoted entirely to the uses of officers and men of the 
A.E.F. 
 I visited in Paris the church that was struck by the shell from Fritz’s big gun on 
Good Friday last.  The blood stains and other marks of the outrage are being carefully 
preserved and will undoubtedly be viewed by millions of people and will always be a fit 
reminder of what the Beast of the North was like when he was at his worst. 
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 The antiquated little taxis of Paris, which go tearing around the city, are very 
amusing unless one is dodging them.  There are no traffic rules and to cross one of the 
main boulevards as quite an adventure. 
 Many of the public art galleries, museums, etc., are closed, but will probably be 
reopened shortly.  I saw only two places where buildings had been hit by the bombs, so 
you can see how futile a thing were the Huns’ moonlight raids.  
 

Nice, November 25 
 

I have been loafing today and don’t think that I’ll do much more sightseeing in the next 
few days; a little of that goes a long way with me, especially in the case of ruins.  I have 
seen enough ruins in Northern France to satisfy my craving in that respect.  Even the 
sight of Verdun itself didn’t arouse more than a passing interest.  The most conspicuous 
advertising sign left in Verdun is one on a building on the bank of the Meuse, which 
reads, “Singer Machines” in letters two feet high. 
 
 From the Bloomington Pantagraph:  “According to the latest letters from Corporal 
E. H. Van Schoick, the story of the battle of Argonne will be the most important of the 
later battles of the war.  The importance of the place to the Germans and the fact that it 
was thought to be impregnable made the victory the more thrilling.  The two latest letters 
follow:” 
 

Chamarandes, Chaumont, Haute Marne, France, 
December 6, 1918 

 
Letter #51 
 I agree that the work of the American Army in September, October and 
November has hardly received the credit it really deserves.  Of course, there were many 
sensational happenings during those weeks, and the news of the steady daily gains of our 
own troops did not loom up very large in the news reports, and we all know how terse 
and matter-of-fact were the American communiqués. 
 I wonder how much you know of the battle of Montfaucon.  Montfaucon was one 
of the strongest points in the whole German line.  It, the city, is situated on the highest 
hill in the Argonne country, and this hill had been fortified and refortified until the 
Boche, and also the French, considered it absolutely impregnable.  It had been used by 
the German Crown Prince as an observation point during the great battle of Verdun.  
There is a tower in the city where the Prince could sit, protected by 40 feet of concrete, 
and by means of an immense periscope in the top of the tower, he could watch the 
slaughter of his troops in perfect safety.  The city itself was simply a maze of dugouts, 
concrete gun emplacements and machine gun nests.  In spite of all this, troops of the 79th 
Division, all green men, captured and held the hill within 23 hours after going over the 
top on the morning of September 26th.  They had to fight their way through three miles of 
trenches, barbed wire and woods, where Fritz had almost as many machine guns as he 
had men, but they got there just the same. 
 The American Army attacked the hinge of the whole German line, and if we had 
not broken that hinge the British would still be in front of Lille and Cambrai.   
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 Of course, all of this will come out later, but I see no harm in calling attention to 
facts which the French have recognized all of the time. 
 All the fighting in the Argonne was under the most difficult conditions.  Saint 
Mihiel was a romp, and even the second battle of the Marne was much easier work than 
the great battle of the Argonne. 
 I was interested in the account of the peace celebrations in the States.  I was told 
by a British Tommy, who had been a prisoner at Metz and who was returning through 
Verdun, that the German people went almost wild with joy when the news was 
announced.  They were sure fed up on the war in Germany. 
 I had a letter from a friend who was in Paris on armistice night, and according to 
him, Paris outdid herself in celebrating.  And an American soldier couldn’t appear on the 
streets without being swept away by the rejoicing Parisians.  “Vive la France,” and “Vive 
la ‘Amerique,” were the cries on everybody’s lips. 
 Just at present the prospects of our leaving here before January 1 do not seem 
very good.  We are making ourselves as comfortable as possible, but the days go very 
slowly. 
 We have only a light drill schedule, just enough work to keep us in condition.  
The schedule itself may be of interest and is about as follows: 
 6:45 a.m.  First Call; 7:00 a.m. Reveille; 7:15 a.m. Breakfast; 7:30, Sick Call; 
8:30 Physical Drill; 9:30 Close order drill; 10:30 Lectures on history, politics, chemistry, 
agriculture or anything else that the chaplain or other officers think they know anything 
about; or hike. 
 12:00 noon Dinner; 1:00 p.m. hike (usually omitted because the officers are too 
tired); 4:00 p.m. Retreat; 4:10 p.m. supper; 9:30 Tattoo; 9:45 Call to quarters; 10:00 p.m. 
Taps. 
 It gets dark at four o’clock, so we certainly have some long evenings. 
 We have had white bread with our rations since we came to Verdun.  It tasted as 
good as cake at first. 
 This village is situated on the banks of the Marne, which, of course, is on a very 
small river here.  Since we have rigged up a bathhouse on the bank of the river, have 
fixed up one end of an old wooden barracks of a second reading and writing room and 
will soon have a mess hall built. 
 The farmers are threshing their wheat now.  Almost every farmer in the village 
has his own threshing outfit built on his farm.  They are usually propelled by a horse 
walking on a treadmill and turn out only a few bushels of grain every day. 
 But every grain of wheat is recovered, and after the grain is threshed out the straw 
is tied in bundles again and stored away in the barn for future use.  Economy and 
conservation are the religion of these people. 
 Up in the invaded country we saw stoves, which had two ash pans, one above the 
other.  The top pan had a slotted bottom so that the ashes could be sifted through into the 
lower pan, and the unburned fuel, which came through the grate of the stove, was thus 
easily recovered. 
 I appreciated and enjoyed all the letters received, and they continue to be the chief 
interest in our lives, excepting, always, the thoughts of our return to the U.S.A. 
 

 76 



 There were no other letters that are known of for the rest of December.  But The 
First Gas Regiment fills in some details:   
 “On December 9 preparations for departure began to take a more acute form.  
Most of our remaining transportation was ‘turned in,’ all records were brought up to date, 
and other finishing touches were ordered.  On the 13th, the regiment was reported ‘ready 
to leave,’ and every day thereafter we expected our departure within three or at the most 
four days.  Life thenceforward was a tantalizing series of postponements; and twelve days 
later we found ourselves celebrating Christmas in the same old billets.  Though not a 
typical merry Yuletide, the occasion was by no means cheerless.  Christmas services 
were held in the morning, and the day was later marked by big dinners for the men, by 
band concerts in two villages, and by the opportunity to open Christmas packages sent 
from home.  The officers were the guests of the Colonel at a dance at the Chateau de 
Chamarandes, made memorable by the presence of other and fairer guests, and by the 
chaperonage of the local marquise.”   
 Van Schoick later writes in the margins, “It took twenty men all day to clean up 
the place after this affair.  They drank enough to float the Leviathan.” 
 Continuing from the book:  “Within three days of this celebration came at last the 
orders to leave.  On December 31 the entire regiment entrained at Chaumont and 
began…the first lap of its long journey home. 
 “…Camp Pontanezen made a lasting impressing upon our men, and the account 
of our three weeks there cannot be complete in a sentence. 
 “In the course of ten months at the front, in every variety of position and 
circumstance from Ypres to the Swiss border, our men had never had to submit to living 
conditions worse than those which surrounded them during their first week at Brest.” 
 (In Van Schoick’s next letter, he is sanguine about his experiences there – CVS) 
 From the Bloomington Pantagraph:  “Mr. And Mrs. S. H. Van Schoick have 
received the last letters from France from their son, Corporal E. H. Van Schoick, who 
landed in New York, February 1st, with the First Gas Regiment.  He describes the camp at 
Brest and the ship on which he sailed.” (pp. 194-195) 
  

Brest, France, January 16, 1919 
 

Dear Mother, 
 We left Chaumont on December 31 and arrived in Brest about 62 hours later; that 
is, on Friday, January 3rd.  We traveled in boxcars of the American type.  The trip was not 
an especially hard one for us; although, we were crowded considerably at night when we 
tried to sleep.  Our entire platoon of sixty men was loaded in one car, eight feet wide and 
forty feet long.  We also had our rations and all our equipment in the same car. 
 We got into Brest early in the morning and had breakfast at the docks; after which 
we marched out to the Pontanezen rest camp and were assigned to tents.  These tents are 
about 16 feet square and six men were assigned to each.  As there were no stoves or 
floors available at first, the outlook was rather a gloomy one.  But we carried duckboards 
to sleep on, which, although rather narrow, at least kept our blankets out of the mud.  A 
day or two later we received a stove for our tent and were able to get our clothes dry and 
really get warm.  It rains every day here, but the climate is very mild and most nights are 
not even cold enough for frost. 
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 We lived in the tents for eight days and were kept busy on fatigue work of various 
kinds, both in camp and on the docks at Brest.  During that time we were issued new 
underwear, bathed and “deloused” and had our equipment inspected.  Last Saturday we 
moved into barracks where we are still waiting shipment. 
This camp is an immense affair and has been built on what was farm land and house lots 
when I was here last March. 
 

Brest, France, January 21, 1919 
 

 I suppose each of these letters I have written lately have been a source of 
disappointment to you, but as long as we are still delayed here I thought I had better write 
another last letter from France. 
 We haven’t even a decent rumor concerning our sailing date at present, so I will 
attempt no prognostications.  We are still in the same barracks as when I last wrote, not 
uncomfortably situated and trying to endure this policy of watchful waiting as patiently 
as possible. 
 Just at present this camp is well filled with Negro troops of the 93rd and 92 
division.  The latter is known as the “Rattlesnake Division,” and their emblem is the 
coiled rattler ready to strike.  They all wear this insignia on their left shoulders.  In spite 
of rain, mud and work, they are always laughing and joking among themselves and 
appear to be taking the situation more philosophically than too many of the white troops. 
 We have been having all kinds of work about camp and on the docks in Brest.  
The men work about three day shifts and two night shifts per week, but the non-coms get 
off much easier.  I was out with a detail Saturday, but have not been called for until 
today.  I will be out all night tonight.  The work is not hard, but the continual rain makes 
things unpleasant at times. 
 We get our meals at large troop kitchens, of where there are about ten in this 
camp.  Each kitchen is subdivided into about 10 galleys, and each galley feeds 500 men 
at each meal, making 4,000 to 5,000 for each troop kitchen.  There is a mess hall on 
connection with each kitchen where we eat standing up at long tables.  Regimental bands 
play in most of the mess halls at noon and again at suppertime.  The food is good but 
there is not much variety.  We invariably have cornmeal mush, syrup, bacon, bread and 
coffee for breakfast.  The other meals are, of course, more varied. 
 The YMCA has several big huts here as well as two canteens.  They are doing 
good work here in providing entertainment for the troops, but for some mysterious reason 
the only things they sell to eat at the canteens are shelled English walnuts.  On Sunday 
afternoons they give away hot chocolate at one of their huts. 
 
 From The Story of the First Gas Regiment:  “Our last two weeks at Pontanezen 
were spent in barracks – quarters far superior to those we had first encountered.  Belated 
efforts to improve the camp were also perceptible.  The continuous rain of the first week 
later gave way to occasional clear weather.  But the three chief factors of life, deep mud, 
hard labor and wild rumors, filled every day. 
 “At length came the close of the weeks of hardship and hope deferred.  On 
January 23 we were given a final inspection; the regiment was complimented for its 
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efficient work and cheerful spirit; and the same afternoon orders arrived that we should 
embark the next morning…We sailed on January 24 at 5:00 p.m.” (pp. 195-198) 
 

On Board R.M.S. “Celtic” 
January 21, 1919 

 
 We left Pontenezon Rest Camp, Brest, France, one week ago today and expect to 
land in New York tomorrow.  The Celtic is a British ship belonging to the White Star 
line, but on this trip, at least, it is carrying no passengers who are not in uniform.  We 
have about 2,000 men aboard besides 192 sick and wounded who are also homeward 
bound. 
 When I first heard that we were going on a British ship, I was a little 
disappointed, as men who had come to France on English transports complained of being 
starved.  But the food has been good and plentiful and of much variety, in fact, is much 
better than we had on the Agamemnon. 
 I am quartered on the “C” deck, which is well above the water line so that we get 
plenty of light and air.  We have hammocks to sleep in, but as they are rather short and I 
am rather long, I prefer to sleep elsewhere.  The first four nights out I slept on the deck 
above or on the main deck, the weather being warm and pleasant.  But the last three 
nights have been rather cold, so I have been sleeping on the mess tables in the 
compartment.  We have had no rough weather; although, we have had some very cold 
winds at times.  I haven’t been seasick at all and do not expect to be. 
 The Celtic is a rather old liner, not as fast as some, but a very comfortable, easy-
riding ship to travel on.  The crew is all English, many of the men being veterans of this 
war, and they get on famously with the Yanks. 
 The North Atlantic in mid-winter isn’t nearly as bad as it is pictured, and the 
coldest we have had was yesterday when it was 32 degrees above zero. 
 The camp at Brest was a terrible place.  One of our medical officers who 
inspected prison camps in Germany said that it was worse than any prison camp he had 
ever seen.  Yet I suppose people at home will never realize that the “Battle of Brest” was 
the hardest fight for many of “Pershing’s veterans.”  E.H.V.S. 
 
 From The Story of the First Gas Regiment:  “After a calm and prosperous passage 
of only eight days we reached New York on February 2.  We anchored toward dusk, in 
the outer harbor, grateful to breathe again the clear air of God’s country and to see the 
dark shores around us starred with the lights of home. 
 “The next day we landed and were transported to Camp Mills, Long Island.  On 
February 5, we journeyed to Lakehurst, New Jersey, where the regiment was quartered at 
Camp Kendrick, the Chemical Warfare Service Training Camp. 
 “The process of demobilization began at once.  Thanks to  the efforts of [Captain 
Bernheim]…and those of Major Carlock and our other officers; thanks in equal measure 
to the natural value and ability of our men themselves, none was released without the 
prospects of future work.  Slowly the units dwindled, until before the first of March the 
organization was wholly mustered out, and the First Gas Regiment passed into history.” 
(pp 198-199) 
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 From a clipping from the Bloomington Pantagraph, datelined New York, 
February 3:  “Four thousand more soldiers and nearly two hundred wounded marines 
returned from France yesterday on the transport Celtic and the cruiser Connecticut. 
 “The First Gas Regiment with sixty-six officers and one thousand and seventy 
five enlisted men, about 200 of whom were from Illinois, was the largest unit on the 
Celtic.  
 “Major John B. Carlock of Carloch, Illinois, a University of Chicago man, 
returned in command of the gas regiment, which was the only unit of its type in the 
A.E.F.  He told a wonderful story of the achievements of the organization and of the 
bravery displayed by the men who joined that hazardous branch of …service. 
 “The casualties among the enlisted men had been fully fifty per cent, and among 
the officers seventy per cent, which was five times higher in proportion to the officer 
casualties of any other unit in France.  All of the officers were technical men, and seventy 
per cent of the enlisted personnel were college graduates. 
 “The Yankee gas fighters spent three months working with and studying under the 
British last winter, and they got into action with their own forces for the first time at 
Chateau Thierry. 
 “At the time war ended, two more gas regiments had been trained in this country 
to go overseas. 
 “The United States was then…making more poison gas than all the allies and 
Germany combined.  We were preparing to carry gas warfare to the Boche on an 
unprecedented scale. 
 “Three methods of gas warfare were used by the first regiment.  Cylinders 
weighing 130 pounds were assembled…From each cylinder seventy-five pounds of 
liquefied gas was projected by means of compressed air.  The gas, phosphene, was 
carried like an air cloud behind the German lines, effective at that distance. 
 “The second system was to use an eight-inch portable mortar in units of twenty.  
They were fired on electricity, and each mortar sent sixty pounds of gas at the enemy. 
 The most effective method but the one that caused the most casualties in the 
regiment, was the placing of four-inch Stokes mortars in front of the infantry before an 
attack, and hurling gas at the Germans.  These mortars were also used for smoke screens 
behind which our infantry advanced.” 
 
 Conclusion from The Story of the First Gas Regiment:  “The story of the First 
Gas Regiment, from beginning to end, covers a period of only eighteen months.  Before 
August 1917, we had no history, and today the unit no longer exists.  But ‘one crowded 
hour of glorious life is worth an age without a name.’  In that ‘crowded hour’ the 
regiment was created, trained and transported to France.   
 “As the only offensive gas unit in the American Army, it operated on nearly every 
section of the Western Front from Ypres to the Swiss border.  From July to November it 
fought in the van of the three great American offensives; and before March, 1919, it was 
reassembled, transported home and mustered out. 
 “The First Gas Regiment was unique for its personnel, interesting for its 
problems, and memorable for its performance. 
 “Our personnel were typically American, representative in makeup, infinitely 
varied in scientific and mechanical skill, characteristic in spirit.  Of the men, nearly 
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ninety percent were volunteers.  They came from every state in the Union and from every 
walk of life… 
 “There were so few without schooling and so many with college training that it is 
doubtful if any other regiment can claim for its members a higher standard of education 
or a greater variety of mechanical ability.  But not only in this diversity of origin and of 
skill was the regiment thoroughly American.  In spirit, too, the group was ideally true to 
type.  In initiative, in energy, in humor, in united zeal for service, officers and men stood 
for the best that America breeds. 
 “The problems confronting the regiment from the day of its organization were 
many and serious.  We were pioneers in a new field, called upon not simply to fight 
according to orders, but to blaze our own path, to win a place for ourselves, to prove our 
usefulness to our own side by proving dangerous to the enemy.  Gas warfare upon 
stationary fronts was a science well developed by the British Army, much neglected by 
the French, wholly unknown to the American.  And gas technique in open warfare was 
entirely untried.  We had, therefore, first to learn and to practice, and then to teach and to 
popularize a new form of warfare.  At the same time, we had to struggle with a shortage 
of material and continually to adapt our tactics to the changing needs of a progressive 
campaign.” (pp. 205-206) 
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Afterword 
 

 Sergeant Van Schoick received a victory medal upon his honorable discharge, 
along with remarks listed on his discharge that he was, “entitled to travel pay to 
Bloomington, Illinois.”  He returned to his hometown that spring and then traveled on to 
Ottawa, Illinois to resume his employment as Ass’t. Superintendent of the Chicago 
Firebrick and Retort Company, which came to be known locally as Brickton. 
 It was during the time he resided at a local boarding house in Ottawa that he met 
another boarding house resident, a young Ottawa High School English teacher, Ruth 
McElhiney, daughter of Mr. And Mrs. G. M. McElhiney of Kenney, Illinois.  Elmer and 
Ruth were married on the first day of September, 1923, in Kenney, Illinois. 
 There followed halcyon years in Ottawa, the birth of Elmer Holmes Van Schoick, 
Jr., in 1926, and eight years later, my husband, George Samuel Van Schoick was born on 
July 25, 1934.  The Van Schoicks built a beautiful large brick home on the Fox River, 
located on the East Side of Ottawa, and moved into their new home in 1936.  The family 
enjoyed a prominent and respectable social station in the community and were leading 
figures of the town.  Van Schoick became the President of the company as the years 
unfolded. 
 It was in early March of 1943, with the country again plunged into another 
terrible conflagration, World War II, when tragedy struck the family.  Both Elmer and his 
namesake, 16-year-old Vannie, as he was called, died in their beds from carbon 
monoxide poisoning during the night of March 12th.  Both George, then eight years old, 
and his mother survived, but spent some time in hospital recovering.  The news of the 
deaths hit the town like a bombshell, garnering inch-high headlines in the local paper. 

The Van Schoicks had installed central heating, a gas furnace, to replace the 
original coal furnace that was used to heat the house.  Experts came from as far away as 
Chicago to try and determine the cause of the malfunction, but nothing was ever 
discovered.   

It seems to me that the great and tragic irony of Van’s life was that he returned 
unscathed after having served in a gas regiment that routinely threw gas “bombs” at the 
Germans during World War I, only to be poisoned to death by another kind of gas during 
another world war over a quarter century later.  There is only comfort in knowing that he 
died peacefully, having lead an exemplary life, admired by all who knew him. 

 
 

The End 
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