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Introduction 

Nearly fifty-six thousand Nebraskans served in 
the U.S. armed forces during World War I. More 

than fifteen hundred became casualties. Despite 
this impressive contribution, few today know of the 
significant role played by the state's residents in the 
conflict. As one historian recently wrote, "Relatively 
little has been written on Nebraska's military partic
ipation in World War!." Compounding the problem 
is that surprisingly few detailed accounts by ordi
nary Nebraskans who fought in the Great War have 
found their way into print.1 

Although practically every American veteran 
from that war has passed from the scene, fortu
nately many unpublished soldier and sailor letters, 
diaries, and reminiscences from the period await 
publication. Hidden in attics, basements, or county 
historical societies, these materials collectively 
form a significant archive waiting to be utilized by 
those interested in exploring the military aspects of 
the conflict. 2 

Fred Pickering's narrative is one such previously 
unknown account from a Nebraska veteran.3 In 
June 1918, more than a year after the United States 
entered the war, Pickering left his father's farm near 
Ulysses, Nebraska, for induction into the U.S. Army, 
and soon became a member of an engineer regi
ment in the Eighty-eighth ("Cloverleaf") Division. 
Only six weeks after his enlistment, he boarded a 
troop transport for Europe. By the end of August 
Pickering had arrived overseas and joined nearly 
1.5 million Americans deployed to the war zone.4 

After arriving with his unit in France, Pickering 
and his comrades moved to the front lines in the 
Vosges region, where they came close enough to 
the fighting to hear artillery, machine gun, and 
rifle fire and come under aerial attack. The war 
ended before the young Nebraskan was involved 
in combat. 

In early 1919, not long before he left Europe 
and returned to Nebraska, Pickering decided to 
compose a lengthy letter that detailed his army 
career to that point.5 Like many other "doughboys," 
Pickering realized that his service overseas was 
undeniably one of the most remarkable events of 
his life. His account, although relatively brief, is sig
nificant for several reasons. Pickering's "memoir" 
chronologically follows the journey of a typical 
young soldier from the training camps of the 
Midwest to England and France, documenting his 
transformation from civilian to soldier. It includes 
details of his voyage to Europe, observations on 
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the alien worlds he found there, his journey to the 
front, and his duties as he waited to enter the fight
ing. Pickering undoubtedly penned his account 
for his parents and not for publication, so his story 
is refreshingly honest and unpolished. Although 
he complained about some aspects of army life, 
Pickering ~as obviously proud of the role it played 
in Allied victory, and regarded his short military 
career as a positive experience. In addition, be
cause he wrote immediately after the armistice, 
his writing is not tinged with the disillusionment 
that affected some later soldier-writers. Overall, 
this "common" Nebraska soldier's contemporary 
account of life in the U.S. Army helps add another 
dimension to our portrait of the American Expedi
tionary Forces (AEF). 

In addition, Pickering joined the fighting at a 
critical time for the Allied forces. In the fall of 1918, 
the Americans were prepared to launch their first 
operation with a complete army of their own, un-

, der the separate and independent control of AEF 
commander Gen. John J. Pershing. On September 
12 Pershing's forces began eliminating a salient or 
bulge in the front around the town of St. Mihiel, 
and completed the operation in a matter of days. 
A much larger and far more difficult drive was 
launched in the Meuse-Argonne sector on Septem
ber 26, as six hundred thousand U.S. combat 
troops and support personnel began making slow 
progress against some of the strongest German 
defenses on the western front. The fighting would 
continue until the armistice went into effect on the 
morning of November 11, 1918. About 1.2 million· 
Americans were eventually involved in the forty
seven-day operation. 

It was during the bloody Meuse-Argonne offen
sive that Pickering and his fellow doughboys in the 
Eighty-eighth Division officially joined the effort to 
destroy the armies of the Central Powers. Although 
the men of the division did not directly participate 
in this last major drive, they did contribute indi
rectly to the success of the campaign by keeping 
German troops, artillery, and aircraft tied to their 
defensive positions and unable to be moved to 
more threatened areas of the front. The Eighty
eighth's men were disappointed that they were not 
allowed to participate in such a large operation, 
but they could take solace that the decision "was 
not the fault or the desire of these citizen soldiers," 
and that by the time they would have entered com
bat, "they were full of the confidence and the spirit 
that simply will not acknowledge defeat." 



Although the "Cloverleaf" soldiers of the Mid
west were untested in the massive carnage in the 
Argonne, they still suffered from cold, hunger, fa
tigue, illness, long marches, and enemy fire. As one 
member of the division wrote, they "did not claim 
they won the war," but for many "there was plenty 
of the terror that tries men's souls." For those who 
did not return, it mattered little to a soldier's family 
whether he died in a "quiet" sector from a German 
trench raid, or "in a losing battle with the 'flu' in 
some cold dingy billet."6 

Fortunately for students and historians of the 
conflict, interest in World War I has been growing 
over the past several years, particularly in Europe, 
but also in the United States. As the centennial of 
the war approaches, the public is slowly rediscover
ing the fascinating story of Pershing's doughboys 
and the civilians who supported them on the home 
front. Those who read stories such as Pickering's 

will discover that the complex life of the American 
soldier in World War I consisted of more than sing
ing songs like "Over There" and "Mademoiselle 
from Armentieres," enduring static trench warfare, 
going "over the top," and facing machine guns, bi
planes, and poison gas. 

Pickering's memoir appears here largely as 
written. He probably decided to use a typewriter 
at the company headquarters rather than write his 
lengthy missive by hand, but appeared to have had 
little experience using such a device. Because of 
his choice of writing tools, misspelled words and 
irregular punctuation abound in the original 
document. These errors have been silently cor
rected, along with non-standard capitalization. 
Pickering's grammatical construction has been 
retained, with occasional words added by the 
editor enclosed in brackets. 

Photographer Arthur An
derson provided one of 
the best visual records of 
the Nebraska home front 
during World War I, such 
as this wartime parade in 
Wahoo. NSHS RG2963-l-3 
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From Civilian Life To Army Life.7 

A Trip Through Camps 
And Abroad~ 

My first experience with army life was on the 
morning of June the 28th, 1918, at 6:45A.M. Roy 
Baumgardner, wife, and Gladys Hurt drove down in 
Roy's Overland to escort me to David City so I could 
catch a train for Camp Funston, Kansas, my future 
home.8 I as usual had been out late the night before 
so, of course, was a little behind in getting started. 
As it was I had to bid my mother and father a fare
you-well goodbye without eating breakfast. The 
roads were awful muddy as it had rained the night 
before so, of course, it was rather hard to stay in the 
middle of the road and right side up, but as we had 
a good driver we landed at our destination in plen
ty of time. My first stop was at the court house, as 
you had to go there to report present and ready for 
duty. In a few minutes we all fell in columns of twos 
and marched to the depot in regular army style but 
far from being regular soldiers, as we knew nothing 
of "Squads right or Left" or anything that goes to 

make up the life of a real soldier.9 We arrived at the 
depot a few minutes before train time so spent it in 
a fare-you-well conversation. Finally the train came 
and I was kept busy in shaking hands and bidding 
my friends goodbye. 

The first stop was at Lincoln, Nebraska, at 10:45 
A.M. I bummed around until noon and then was 
invited over to the Lincoln Hotel to eat dinner, 
which went mighty good as I, not eating any break
fast, was solnewhat hungry. Along in the afternoon 
we again entrained and were soon on our way to 
camp. We were met at Beatrice and other towns 
by Red Cross and Y.M.C.A. workers, who treated us 
to sandwiches and pop to our heart's desire. After 
thanking them we again left and finally arrived at 
the catnp at 2:30 in the morning. We were met by 
a sgt. who led us to our l:}eds, which was not very 
much like the ones we were used to at home. The 
sgt. was kind of a sassy sort of a fellow for after 
showing us our beds he bellows out, "There are 
your bunks now get into them and get to sleep as 
the lights will go out in five minutes." Most of us 

, were tired after spending a sleepless [night] on 
the train so was glad to lay down most anywhere. 
Some, of course, weren't ready to go to bed yet 

New recruits at the Saunders County Courthouse in Wahoo, ready to depart for Camp Funston, Kansas. like Fred Pickering, many Nebraska 
soldiers received their military training at Camp Funston and at Iowa's Camp Dodge. NSHS RG2963-3-2 
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as they were feeling pretty good so started to talk 
and laugh, but back came the sgt. again and after 
giving them a couple of callings they hit the hay. 
Getting bossed around in that manner all at once 
didn't go very good towards some of the boys, but 
as the thought came to their minds that they were 
in the army now so must get used to that line of 
talk, so took it good natured. I was sure passing the 
time away in a nice peaceful slumber and thought I 
had only been in bed a few minutes when in came 
the sgt. again and bellows, "Every body out!" We 
jumped up to dress in a hurried manner, just like 
we do back on the old farm when the cattle gets 
out in the corn about midnight or the horses get to 
kicking down at the barn. While I was dressing I 
looked over a couple of bunks from me and there 
was a big fat fellow still in bed. It was a criminal of
fence to awake him in his home town but I thought 

'f'V F. C, Sn:a'-t;e.RV!;C.C"~E. 

-c, ;352.1-

it best. After some shaking I finally woke him, and 
you sure would of laughed until you were sick to 
of seen him climb into those clothes. He thanked 
[me] for getting him up for "He didn't want to get 
in bad the first morning and also spoke of getting 
court marshal [sic]." So of course we all joined in a 
hearty laugh. Well our next move was to breakfast 
and here again we all joined in another laugh as 
we were issued our new fanadangle eating utensils 
including a mess kit, knife, fork, spoon, and cup. Of 
course we didn't know how to use them but after 
spilling our eats a few times, we finally got seated 
at a table. 

After breakfast we were run through the receiv
ing station or, in other words, it is known to the 
soldiers as "The Mill." It's where you get the real 
fast treatment in getting fitted out in army clothes 
so you will look more like a soldier. Anyway it 

Soldier cartoonists 
sketched scenes of life in 
the 88th Division. From 
Larson, Memoirs of France. 

FALL 2009 • 137 



consisted of a good bath, a strict physical examina
tion, and all other things they see fit to give you. In 
taking baths the older ones had lots of fun with the 
recruits for they would play all sorts of tricks on 
them, such as pour salt in your hair, make you eat 
soap, turn on the cold water after you had gotten 
used to the warm, and then probably would finish 
by giving you a good spanking with a board. These 
tricks were played more severe on the ones who 
got a little hot headed or those who didn't believe 
in war and wouldn't fight for their country. In taking 
your examination you had to pass about thirty or 
forty doctors, each one having his particular part 
to look over and if you pass them all in good stand
ing you were marked o.k. and was Uncle Sam's 
boy from then on. In getting fitted out in clothing 
we were first given a so called "barrack bag" and 
started down the aisle. It was my first experience 
in getting rigged out from head to foot in such a 
short time for believe me, they sure drove us down 
the lane like we drive hogs to the stock yards. They 

The boxcars being of a very small 

kind, you can imagine how about 

forty of us in there with heavy pacl<s 

could rest or get any sleep at all 

gave you your stuff in the manner of something like 
this, "What size shirt, socks, pants, underclothes 
and & [etc.] do you wear?" If we didn't answer 
them in a second they would grab up the stuff and 
throw it down the aisle yelling at the same time, 
"Put one on and the other in the bag." I remember 
on one occasion when we stopped to get our hats, 
the fellow behind me hadn't shaved for about three 
weeks and after he got his hat he looked just like 
"Buffalo Bill." It sure was comical and I have to 
laugh; anyway I suppose we all looked like a bunch 
of wild men just getting in off of the range. We 
were rushed through so fast that when we came 
out the real in[?] we were only partly dressed with 
our shoes unlaced, pants, shirt unbuttoned, and 
other clothing just barely hanging. To top that off 
we were dragging our barrack bags behind. It must 
have been a laughable sight to see us, anyway I was 
laughing all of the time as it was a real treat to see 
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the others. Well we just got [out] side and we were 
rushed into large army trucks and hauled to the 
detention camp, our future home. On arriving there 
we were divided into different companies. I was 
placed in Co. 10, 164th Depot Brigade. 

While at this camp we were treated to three 
inoculations which were to prevent us from catch
ing diseases. It consisted of three shots in the back 
just below tht; left shoulder and were given to us 
one each w~ek. It made some of the boys terribly 
sick and were in bed a couple of days, some only 
felt a slight touch of it, while others even went as far 
as to faint.10 

I spent about three weeks in this camp, drilling 
and ge~ting used to the ways of a soldier's life. I 
was put in the 13th squad and was acting corpo-
ral in learning the different forms you had to go 
through in getting prepared to fight for Uncle Sam. 
The time fairly flew, for every evening we would 
play games after "retreat" and on one Sat. after
noon we had a ball game between the lOth Co. and 
the 32nd. We had lots of fun as most of us didn't 
'have any suits and we even played in our heavy 
shoes so the game was rather slow, anyway I had 

· the chance to bat against Mr. Barnes of the New 
York Giants. The game finally ended in our favor by 
the score of 6 to 4. 11 

On the morning of July the 18th I got a notice 
to pack up and be ready at 7:30A.M. as I was 
transferred to Camp Dodge.12 I hurried along and 
got ready but didn't leave until 3:30P.M. It was a 
special train and it carried about 300 in all. We 
spent another sleepless night but the next morning 
at 10:30 we arrived at Camp Dodge. I was met here 
by another officer from the 88th Div. who led us to 
another receiving station and after telling them my 
past experience for the last few years, I was placed 
in the engineers. It was about 2:30P.M. when we 
left the station bound for the engrs. headquarters 
and it was some walk, about thirty blocks in all. 
After arriving there I was put in Company E, 313th 
Engrs., 88th Div. and then escorted to their dinner 
room to get a lunch as it was now near 3:30 and we 
were somewhat hungryP After the lunch we had 
a rest period in waiting for our barracks bags to 
come, which arrived by truck at 5:30P.M. We were 
then shown our bunks and a place where we would 
get some straw to fill our ticks. As it happened my 
resting place was in the middle of the floor among 
a complete bunch of strangers. My next few days 
were spent in drilling and bugle school and at the 
latter we sure had a fine time for we went through 
a corn field, crossed a pasture, and finally landing 
under a nice shady oak tree to do our practicing. 











Left: "Keep these off the USA" 
4541-83 Nebraska State Historical Society, 
Source: A. E. Sheldon, Lincoln 

It was far from camp so we wouldn't bother them 
with our queer noises and our charming tunes, 
which also made the birds feel ashamed of them
selves who were singing to their hearts' content in 
the trees above us. However our good times soon 
ended, for on the morning of August the 6'h, we got 
our orders to be entrained by 10:30 A.M. bound for 
an eastern camp. 

We left on a special train which had guards at 
every door so there was no getting off or on. We 
were met at every station by the best organiza-
tion we have ever seen and that will always have 
a warm spot in the soldier's heart. It was the "Red 
Cross Workers" and they had plenty of eats for us, 
which went mighty good as we were always hungry 
after riding on the train. They sure won a home 
with our bunch of boys and after thanking them for 
their good work, a few of the pretty girls were in
vited to go along with [us] but that, of course, was 
impossible. We passed through a few good sized 
towns including Des Moines, !a., Chicago, Detroit, 
Niagara Falls, up into Canada, back into the good 
old U.S.A. along the Hudson river, through Utica 
and stopping at the large city of New York. Here 
we were put on a steamship and on our way across 
the Hudson and up the North River we passed 
the Statue of Liberty, the Flat Iron building, Times 
building, and all the rest of the sky scrapers. On a 
little farther up we went under the world's largest 
bridge, "The Brooklyn" and it was some structure. 
The water was just full of boats of every description 
running up and down the stream doing their daily 
jobs in carrying joy riders, provisions, and large 
ships into their docks. 

Arriving on the other side we again entrained 
and headed for the camp where we were placed 
in tents until our [time] came to move again. 14 Our 
time here was spent in getting new clothing and 
receiving inspections so we would be fit for over
seas service. We also [had] the pleasure of going 
to New York, Rockaway Beach, and a few other 
places of interest. In the camp we had canteens 
and could buy almost any thing we wanted, such 
as ice cream, candy, pop, and etc. Our orders came 
on August the 15u' to move so we all hurried and 
marched to the train, from there we marched to 
the docks and boarded the English transport, "The 
Plassy," about 4:30 P.M. 15 We pulled away from the 
dock in the evening and anchored out in the har
bor. Here we stayed until 2:30 on the afternoon of 
Aug. the 16'11 when we pulled out under full steam 

for our future duties on foreign soil. Everybody was 
happy, some singing, others yelling at the top of 
their voice bidding the good old U.S.A. a fare-you
well good bye until we could see her again. 16 

Our overseas equipment consisted of four pair 
of socks, two pair of shoes, two o. [live] d. [ rab] 
shirts, two blankets, one cap, o.d., pants & blouse, 
puttees, two suits of underwear, canteen and 
cover, cup, mess kit, knife, fork, spoon, belt, denim 
suit, gloves, collar ornaments, overcoat, 'slicker, 
condiment can, bacon can, and etc., altogether it 
is plenty for one person to carryY Maybe this isn't 
all but it's all that I can think of just now. They say 
we will have more to pack around when we get to 
France but I don't see what it can be, for it looks as 
though we have about all we need.~8 

It has been some time since I last wrote but as 
letter writing does not seem to be in the schedule 
of an every day's work and added to that is the 
scarcity of writing material which is more or less a 
temporary shortage felt just now. 

In looking back it seems like a long time since 
leaving the States and maybe it is by the experi
ences covered. One of the most vivid ones for us 
all was the trip across the big pond. The weather 
being ideal and even though our sojourn on the 
steamer was rather prolonged, most of us were 
kept busy enough not to become bored. Some 
engaged in friendly games of cards and checkers, 
while others passed the time away by singing and 
telling stories, still others kept the canteen clerk 
busy buying candy, fruit, crackers, cheese, cookies, 
tobacco, and etc. 

We were quartered throughout the steamer and 
for most of them it was their first experience in 
trying to sleep in the hammocks, which swung to 
and fro to the tune of the ship and the waves of the 
deep blue. We had our mess at tables fastened to 
the ship's side and they ranged from eight to six
teen men at a table, three were detailed from each 
to bring down the food from the kitchen, which 
was situated on the forecastle of the ship. One man 
was to bring bread, the second to bring meat, and 
the third to bring what ever else was being served 
including dessert which, of course, was thin and 
far between. It also fell to this lot of men to clean 
up the tables and the table dishes but each man 
was to take care of his own dishes. This job was 
a permanent one throughout the trip and I was 
lucky enough to land it. Others, of course, had their 
regular work to do, some scrubbing the decks, oth
ers policing, while others were put on their turns at 
guarding. Even the bugler had his regular calls to 
sound at the specified time. 
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Every morning we assembled on the top deck 
and took our daily exercises and boat drill. Some 
of the boys had a hard time in standing up while 
taking them as the ship would rock to and fro when 
cutting through a large wave, so it caused a general 
laughter throughout the company. 

There were some of the men who preferred 
sleeping on the ship's deck to the hammocks 
below and each night took their sleeping parapher
nalia, which consisted of a blanket, coat, [and] 
shelter half and made down a place to sleep. Some 
even slept with their overcoats on so as to keep 
out the chilly air. On several occasions during the 
night they were fairly drenched with water by the 
waves splashing over the top. Those who stayed 
below had lots of fun trying to stay in the ham
mocks as they too would swing back and forth. 
However after a few spills they finally got used 
to them and spent the remainder of the nights in 
peaceful slumbers.19 

Our days were spent mostly on the deck watch
ing the fish, which were quite numerous and so 
many different kinds. We saw porpoises, schools of 
whales and flying fish. We all thought how it would 
be to have one of those big fellows on a hook and 
line and being in a little row boat it probably would 
be some job to capture him. The flying fish were 
a sight to behold for they would come out of one 
wave, fly to another, dart under, come out on the 
other side, fly to the next one, and so on. Some of 
the larger kinds would swim along the side of the 
boat for a great distance and then go away. 

Our trip on the water lasted a long time owing to 
the course we took to avoid the submarines, which 
were quite thick and were patiently laying under 
the water and watching for us to come along so 
they could send us to the bottom of the sea. A few 

times the signal was given that they had sighted 
a sub, anyway we were rushed upon deck, fell in 
our regular places, and stood anxiously waiting for 
the order to come for us to jump overboard. After 
ten or fifteen minutes if nothing would showup 
we were turned loose and we could go about as 
before. Once or twice during the night they shot a 
couple of times at what they supposed was a sub 
but the next morning they said it was nothing, only 

I, 

an iceberg. Well by this you can plainly see that 
they were continually on the watch day and night. 
After outguessing the subs a long time we finally 
landed on the thirteenth day of our trip, August the 
28111 , in the port of Liverpool, England. 20 We were 
lucky in getting into port early in the morning for 
the tide was in at that time so we could get through 
the large gates, otherwi~e we would have to lay in 
harbor all day and com'e in about 4 o'clock in the 
afternoon. It was a sight to see those little boats tow 
those large ships up to the docks with such ease 
and accuracy. 

The sailors and the rest of the ship's help got 
, busy at once to unload our belongings. The large 

steam derricks were a big factor in lifting and car
rying our heavy luggage from the ship to the dock 
and there they were carried away by huge army 
trucks, While waiting for our orders to disembark I 
started a conversation with a few English lads who 
had gathered at the docks to see the American 
soldiers off. I threw down a nickel to one of the 
boys and told him to get me some gum. It was a 
long time before I could convince him that it was 
real money but after talking to some of the other 
boys, he finally went away. In a few minutes he was 
back again bringing with him one stick of gum and 
the next thing was how was I going to get it? As the 
derrick started to raise he put it in among the ropes 

After induction into the army at Camp Funston, Fred Pickering was sent to Camp Dodge, north of Des 
Moines, Iowa. From Wynkoop Hallenbeck Crawford Company, The 88th Division in the World War, 
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and I got it as soon as it came on deck. Anyway 
I had the first chew of gum on this side of the big 
pond. In a few minutes orders came for us to dis
embark, which we were all glad to do as we were 
getting tired of seeing nothing but water and were 
anxious for something new and exciting. After fall
ing in columns of twos we marched to a rest camp 
known as Knotty Ash. On our way we saw quite a 
few things of interest such as walled-in yards, brick 
houses for most of the dwellings, and crooked nar
row streets as a general rule. We also passed a sign 
which read, "Heaven, Hell or New York by Xmas" 
and it was received by a loud applause. Age cer
tainly had taken the hard lines out of the places that 
otherwise would have been barren and unsightly. 
The vine-covered walls and the moss-covered roofs 
of some of the real old places are pictures that we 
will always have of England. Each yard, park, and 
even along the street had its share of the beautiful 
flowers which goes to help perfume the air and to 
give the soldiers a refreshing smell while traveling 
along the dusty roads with their heavy packs. The 
streets were just full of inhabitants, mostly children, 
who were yelling all along the line, "Give me an 
American penny for a souvenir." It was a long tire
some march to the camp but we finally got there 
about 10:30 A.M. and we were billeted in tents. The 
camp was fenced in by a large rock wall and we 
weren't allowed to go outside or anyway it was a 
very hard job to get out without the guards seeing 
you, so we just had to grin and bear it even if it was 
a hard task to turn down the invitations the girls 
were sending to you by their little flirting eyes. All 
we could do was to stay inside and pass them all 
up just like we were in prison. The camp also con
tained a few canteens and other amusements so we 
could pass the time away. After spending one cold 
night here we were again entrained bound for South 
Hampton on the 29th. 

Our company was unusually fortunate in having a 
daylight railroad trip, which will never be forgotten. 
The rolling hills with many-colored fields, the har
vest partly gathered, gave a general impression of a 
wonderful thrifty country. The crooked stone fences 
caused much comment, the general question being 
why make the fields so queer shaped for no appar
ent topographical reason? One peculiarity of these 
European railroads is having the road beds below 
the level of the surrounding country and only once 
in awhile getting upon a grade where the country
side can be seen. 21 

The railway carriages, as they are called in this 
country, were another curiosity, as well as the pecu
liar method of coupling them together, the coupling 

being by means of hooks on cars and it was iron 
eyelets with a turnbuckle between them and spring 
bumpers on each car, which was used to take up 
the slack when going around a curve. The carriages, 
themselves, are divided into compartments across 
the width of the car and these are fixed up and fin
ished inside according to the class of passenger it 
is to carry. There being 1't, 2nd, and 3'd class railroad 

Everybody was happy, some 

singing, others yelling at the top 

of their voice bidding. the good 

old U.S.A. a fare-you-well good bye.' 

until we could see her again. 

transportation in times of peace, but at the time we 
were traveling we rode from boxcars up to first class 
so we had a taste of them alL The boxcars being of 
a very small kind, you can imagine how about forty 
of us in there with heavy packs could rest or get any 
sleep at all and we spent a few of just such times. 22 

We were fortunate when we left Knotty Ash for 
South Hampton to get to ride in first class passenger 
[cars] and also was given a little token of greetings 
and welcome from King George.23 All the people 
seemed glad to see us by the way they gave us a 
send off at the depot, as the English band gave us 
a few good selections and the rest of the crowd 
showed their appreciation by waving their hands 
and hats. After an all day travel on the train we ar
rived at South Hampton late in the evening and 
detraining, we started at once for another rest camp. 
After marching through the main part of the town 
and taking in the sights of the town we landed at 
the camp at 10:31 P.M. Here we were put into tents 
without any bunks so had to sleep on the hard floor 
and believe me it was somewhat crowded, but as we 
were tired we were glad to rest any place, even if we 
had to go without any supper. This city sure was a 
beautiful one with its flowers, shade trees, parks of 
every description, and the streets were kept right up 
to first class shape. In every park there was two or 
three lakes which were used for fishing, boat riding, 
and swimming. The park where we stayed was a 
fine one with two beautiful lakes, which had swans 
swimming in them and they would even come right 
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up and eat out of your hand so the soldiers had 
something to pass the time away, besides a few of 
them went swimming. 

On the afternoon of the 301h we again left camp 
and marching to the pier we embarked on the 
good U.S. ship, the Yale.24 It sure seemed good to 
step on to something that belonged to us, as we 
had been riding on French and English trains and 
ships so long that it looked like United States didn't 
have any thing but as the time passed, we saw that 
she was the largest factor in the war later on. While 
standing on the deck I had the chance to see the 
large ship. After it got dark we steamed out of the 
harbor, guarded by a few little torpedo boats and 
started across the English Channel for Le Havre, 
France. While going across I got acquainted with 
one of the sailors, he was a fireman and was good 
enough to take me around to see how the large en
gines worked and the amount of coal they used. He 
also told me that the Yale was used before the war 
along the coast of California as an excursion boat 
to take joy seekers on their tours. This boat was 
exceptionally fast, for it could just simply run right 
away from those little torpedo boats and often on 
the way back it would do it. 

The English Channel was considered as a dan
gerous place for the subs to do their nasty work and 
it was only the day before that they sank a hospital 
ship and crippled a soldier transport. Things of 
course didn't look so bright to us after hearing 
those stories but we landed safe at Le Havre about 
4:30A.M. on the 31'1 of November. 25 

We debarked at 9 A.M. marching up a long 
winding hill to another rest camp, No. 1. On our 
way up one of our lieutenants was presented with 
a beautiful bunch of flowers by a little girl and her 
gray haired father as a token of friendship and how 
well pleased they were to have America enter the 
war and to help save their country from ruin. We 
were put into tents to rest and believe me we had 
some rest too, for they had us policing the whole 
camp while [during] our short stay there. Sunday 
morning we got off to go to church but in the after
noon we were again put back to driving new stakes 
around the tents and other odd jobs. Here we were 
given very strict instructions to keep a good look
out for aeroplanes as they very recently visited the 
town and were also shown the dugouts which were 
to be our protection. As it happened though, we 
were lucky enough that we didn't have to use them 
and after spending a day and a half in what you 
called a rest camp (but very little rest) we got our 
orders to move at 4:30 Sunday morning, September, 
2"ct. We had to roll our packs the night before so, of 

course, it was somewhat cool sleeping and most 
of us spent a good share of the time in running up 
and between the tents to keep warm. We also spent 
a good deal of the time by playing kids' games 
such as Pump-pump-pull-away, Duck-on-the-rock, 
and a few others just to pass the time away. At 4:30 
A.M. we were all up and marching towards the 
depot with our heavy packs bearing down on our 
shoulders as to make the hob nails put out a glitter 
of fire as they struck the stones along the· road. On 
arriving at the station, the little car that about 40 
soldiers including myself was billed to ride in was 
completely covered with white lime on the floor, it 
was about two inches thick. Some of the boys got 
right in and laid their heavy packs down while oth
ers were hunting for something to dean it out. After 
a little difficulty we finally convinced a Frenchman 
what we wanted, so he gave us a lot of hay and 
using a part of it for a broom we kept the rest for 
bedding, which sure came in good as we were on 
the train for a day and a night. We were somewhat 
a tiresome bunch, after being crowded in there 
that long and sure was glad when the time came 
for us to detrain. 26 This happened at a little town 
called Les Laumes at 8:30P.M. on Sept. the 3rct. 27 

From the train we marched out to a vacant pasture 
and put up our pup tents and as it was, the ground 
had been plowed late [ly] and our stakes wouldn't 
hold so it took considerable longer in getting them 
in shape. After a few good words of encourage
ment, those kinds the soldiers most generally use 
and with the aid of darkness, we finally got them 
up. Very little sleep that we got, for on that damp 
ground and the night being the coldest we had 
struck so far, so we again spent most of the time 
in running races around the camp. Early the next 
morning we ate breakfast, packed up, and marched 
about three kilos to a little [town] [called] Ve
narey.28 Here we were billeted in barns, chicken 
coops, and everything imaginable. I with the rest of 
the buglers spent most of the time out under some 
shade trees practicing and learning the semaphore 
and wig-wag. Blackberries were quite plentiful and 
on Sundays and the rest of our spare moments we 
would spend in gathering them, sometimes taking 
a cup along and bring back enough for dinner. It 
sure helped out as our rations were very slim just 
then and besides they seem to hit the right spot 
after eating hard-tack and other army food. Just 
north of town was a large canal where we did our 
bathing and washing. Great loads of stuff would 
pass daily up and down this canal on boats pulled 
by little mules or oxen. The canal gatekeeper was a 
lady by the name of Madame Gabrielle Thorrey and 
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each day took her turn in opening and shutting the 
gates. She was doing her share at home (as most of 
the women do a greater share of it) while her hus
band was at the front fighting to save his country 
from disaster. 

In England we lived in rest camps while in 
France we lived in villages and of the two, the men 
much preferred the latter since there were very 
little rest and eats to be found in the rest camps. 

When it comes to seeing things of interest, 
France is just a little bit ahead of any thing I have 
seen so far. The inhabitants have, to a large extent, 
got away from the very pronounced costumes, but 
wooden shoes for everyday wear is usual and the 
boys seem to wear a black slip-on apron similar to 
a kitchen apron worn in [the] U.S.A. with the ex
ception that it was only knee length. A little touch 
of military creeps into the children's dress by so 
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many of them wearing the cast off puttees and caps 
of their relatives in the service. 

The homes of these people are even more inter
esting than their owners because of the evidence 
of age everyplace a person looks. It seems as that 
a residence a hundred years old is comparatively 
modern when put up against the dwellings that go 
back to the thirteenth century and about the time 
the Pilgrims landed at Plymouth. To the most un
progressive American in our bunch the manner 
of living here is a curiosity. The idea of cattle, 
horses, pigs, chickens, and their stores of grain 
all in the same dwelling where the people lived 
was a little bit more than they cared to experience 
for a steady diet. 

Nearly all of the buildings and structures that 
would be of wood at home are of stone here and 
the better finished ones are covered with stucco. 



The workmanship shown is often so fine as to 
cause a favorable comment by our men who have 
done such work in the States. It is a sure thing that 
these people must be natural born masons or 
such stone work could not of been accomplished. 
At every village there were large troughs made of 
solid rock, some to water the stock and others for 
the people's private use, these were kept full by the 
constant running of water from a large fountain 
stationed near the troughs. These places also fur
nished excellent places for the soldiers to do their 
washing as they always have a lot to do, especially 
after a long march. The French are always glad 
to see the Americans come to town and try their 
best to make it pleasant for them. We also can 
often hire some French women to do our washing 
at a very small cost and we do so as long as those 
little Francs last. 

The country is generally rolling and is covered 
with trees and green grass. There are also quite an 
abundance of fruit near the villages which can be 
seen generally situated on the side of hills. Since 
the roofs of all of these buildings are of red tile it 
makes a very interesting picture for the one who 
is standing on top of a mountain. Every once in a 
while you can see a woman driving a team of oxen 
to a plow or wagon. Instead of using yokes for their 
oxen, they strap a very odd looking neckyoke to 
the animal's horns and start on their way at such a 
pace that they would have a hard time in passing 
up a snail, which also are quite plentiful here. 

The machinery used here also is a sight to be
hold. Even the plows are of an eight or ten inch lay 
and the mow [mold] boards are twice as long as 
the ones we have in the States. Horses when used 
are hitched in single file and they have as many 
as three or four in this manner. While out on our 
daily hikes we were lucky enough to witness a 
runaway with one of these plows and those horses 
being strung out in that manner made things lively 
for awhile. While speaking of machinery, we don't 
want to miss the thrashing machines, which was 
some rig I'll have to admit. 29 If some of the real 
farmers of [the] U.S. could just step over here and 
see one of those little playthings run they sure 
would laugh and wonder why this country don't 
come up to the times. Anyway, they consisted of a 
real small separator and engine. The grain is put 
in on top of the separator at about the middle and 
when the straw comes out the rear it is bound up 
something like we bind the grain when we cut it. 
The straw is then put on two wheelbarrows and 
wheeled to a barn by two little boys, where it is 
stored away for the winter. The grain on the other 

hand comes out in front and runs into sacks which, 
when full, are carried to a scales and weighed by a 
French soldier and is also stored away in the barn 
or is sometimes carried to the house for better 
protection, for grain in this country is worth a 
good deal at the present time. The engine, which 
was of an old make [and] was also very small, 
steamed away at its usual gait trying to do its 
duty. The flywheel, which was an unusually large 
one, being about six or eight feet in dia. 'ran back
wards fanning the air at about fifty revolutions per 
minute. The engineer was very busy carrying water 
and coal so as to keep up steam so he could keep 
the rest of the crew at work. As it happened I had 
a chance to see one of these rigs run so of course 
stopped and took in the sights. After watching it for 
awhile, I made motions to a Frenchman to let me 
use his fork, which was mostly made of wood and 
about seven feet long, to pitch a few bundles. 
This was great sport for the boys as having an 
American help them thrash was quite a treat to 
them. They are always glad to have you around 
and try their best to talk to .you but we have to go 
mostly by signs. 

Our army life now is just about as picturesque as 
the country we are living in and the men are ready 
for something new and exciting. There is not much 
to be said now but there will be lots to tell when we 
next stroll down the avenue. 

Well I must get back to my story. After spend-
ing a very busy time here we were ordered to 
leave on September the 16'h, we marched back to 
Les Laumes and entrained about 9 o'clock in the 
evening.30 Riding all night in boxcars we arrived 
at Hericourt at 10 A.M. 31 After two hours of march
ing with heavy packs we were halted for one hour 
for rest and lunch. About 1 o'clock again found us 
hitting it down the road and after a long tiresome 
march of 19 kilos, including a few rests in between 
times, we landed at the little town of Villiers.32 Here 
we were somewhat tired and hungry but as the fruit 
was plentiful, we made ourselves known among 
the trees until we had all we cared for at the pres
ent time. Those large blue plums was the favorite 
among the boys for they were just ripe and would 
melt in your mouth. We were billeted in our usual 
places such as barns, pig pens, and etc. At this 
place orders came to drill in rain or shine and as it 
rained most of the time we had very nice weather 
for out of door sport. The results were that most of 
the engrs. was sick from three days to three weeks 
with a cold which later turned into the fluenza. 33 I 
spent most of my time out with the other buglers 
learning the semaphore and wig-wag as the bugles 

FALL 2009 • 151 



were laid aside for we were closer to the enemy's 
lines so, of course, didn't want to give out anything 
that might attract their attention as aeroplanes were 
flying every day over us. I also spent about five 
days in the hospital but wasn't very sick as I had a 
wonderful appetite and ate every thing they would 
give me and half what the rest of the sick boys were 
under [unable?] to eat. I was able to get out on Fri
day after noon and on the following day we got our 
orders to be ready for a long march by 5 P.M. Those 
who thought they were strong enough to make the 
trip could go and the others could stay and rest up, 
then follow later. As I had only gotten out the day 
before I didn't know whether I could make it or not 
but rather than to take a chance of losing them I 
was game enough to try it. 

There were about one-third of the co. stayed be
hind and rejoined us later on and they seemed 
to be mighty glad to get back, as most generally 
when they leave the co. they very seldom get back. 
Some of the boys got so bad they had to be sent to 
the base hospital, some returned to us, but others 
got so bad they either died or were transferred to 
some other organization. We lost from our com
pany alone thirteen of our good friends that had 
to fall [out] on account of that terrible disease, 
the fluenza. It wouldn't of seemed half as [bad] to 
of lost them in real action but to have them die be
fore they had time to see real action it was a hard 
blow for the whole co.34 This village was the worst 
one we have had for sickness, for we were wet most 
of the time and no chance to dry our clothes dur
ing the night. 

Well everything was ready promptly at 5 P.M. 
and owing to the lack of horses it was up to the 
men to pull the wagons. We had something like 
fifty men on each wagon, most of them pulling 
while the others were pushing and the rest that 
had been sick were trailing along behind without 
a thing to carry as their packs were put on the 
wagon so as to make the trip as easy as possible 
for them. We marched and marched up and down 
hills, through valleys and woods, and over plains 
thinking we would never get there. We also passed 
through villages that were completely shot to 
pieces and every indications were showing that we 
were getting closer to the front lines. Every hour 
we marched forty-five minutes and rested fifteen, 
and as the time drifted by our feet and bodies be
came tired, so at every rest period we would drop 
down anywhere, even in the muddy road, just so 
we took the strain off of our limbs.35 Now and then 
you could see large flashes of light break through 
the darkness in the distance and these were known 
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as signals which the soldiers use on the front line 
trenches. After a long tiresome march we finally 
pulled into a little [town] called Essert at 3 o'clock 
in the morning.36 Here we were billeted in barns 
and etc. 

Getting our beds made in the dark was some 
task without any lights but after a long stagger [?] 
we finally got settled in our new homes at about 
4 A.M. As the next morning was Sunday and we 
weren't goi~g to move until in the evening, we 
were allowed to sleep as long as we wanted to. I 
managed to roll [out] about 9 A.M. and I was so 
sore that I couldn't hardly walk or get my shoes 
on but after a little work and exercise I was ready 
for breakfast. It was at this meal that we saw our 
first aei·oplane battle. We sure did enjoy it and all 
yelled give it to him. After spending the day in rest 
and visiting a few dugouts and wire entanglements, 
we were again on our way but this time without 
our wagons as they were taken over by French 
trucks in the afternoon. Some [of] the boys rode 
on the trucks and wagons but I still stayed with the 

, company. This was the longest and hardest march 
we had taken so far as we left at the beginning of 
darkness and landed at the little town of Wolfers
dorf, Alsace Lorraine, at 5 A.M, twenty miles from 
our starting place.37 All along the road we could 
again see the flashes of light as they were the night 
before, also passed miles and miles of wire entan
glements and dugouts. We were now beginning to 
realize what war was and also was getting into dan
gerous places, especially once when we got lost 
and started down the wrong road straight for the 
German trenches. However a Frenchman, who was 
riding along on horseback, stopped us or we might 
of had a lovely time for awhile. Most of the roads 
were camouflaged but we had to do our traveling at 
night owing to the aeroplanes.38 Well we finally got 
to Wolfersdorf and was billeted in French barracks. 
Talk about tired. I thought I was tired the night 
before but that was only a small matter as to this 
time, for when we took our little rest along the road 
my feet were just as sore and tender as they could 
be. We were now up nearer to the front as this 
very night, or rather morning as it happened to be, 
anyway we were still in bed, an aeroplane battle 
took place right above us and in a few minutes the 
shells were bursting right close to the barracks, one 
finally hit the barrack and came down on to one of 
the bunks that was unoccupied. Pretty lucky again 
and the same thing happened a few days later, only 
we were outdoors playing ball when we heard a 
shell come buzzing by and planting itself about 
three feet in the ground. When we heard it coming 



maybe you think we didn't duck behind the trees 
but at that, it lit about four feet from one of us. From 
then on we kept a good lookout for planes and 
hit for shelter as soon as possible. It was the shells 
from the [anti] aircraft guns that came back down 
which were dropping near us. Of course every 
thing was new to us and we were going to be on 
the watchout from then on. 39 

After sleeping in the barracks a few nights I was 
ordered to move my sleeping quarters over with 
the sgts. and also with the office. Every day you 
could see the aeroplanes sailing around and hear 
the big guns roaring in the distance. Finally one 
night we got our real first experience of war life, for 
about eight o'clock in the evening on Oct. l31h they 
let out one continued roaring of artillery, rifle, and 
machine gun fire. It sure was some doings and it 
sounded like they were going to tear our little town 
all to pieces any minute. Some of the boys were 
almost scared to death as they ran in every direc-

tion, even knocking down the guards as they came 
in their way. As I was in bed when the fun started, 
I just said let her come as I was here first. The big 
fireworks lasted an hour and twenty minutes and 
believe me they kept things lively. The next day the 
tales got out about the boys running into the guards 
and of course we had something to tease them 
about just to pass the time away. 

We were now on the Alsace Lorraine sector but 
this one was considered a mighty quiet' one besides 
that of Toul, Verdun, Argonne, and St. Michael.40 

While [on] our stay in this little burg we had our 
first experience in the Y.M.C.A. and it sure was 
some Y, believe me. Of all the Y's us boys have seen 
so far [this one] doesn't amount to very much in 
our minds and for a fact wasn't of any use to us. 
They might of been better on other sectors but we 
can't give them a good word. If any donations was 
coming from the 3131h Engrs. the organization that 
would get it would be "The Red Cross Girls." They 

Dannemarie, in the Haute 
Alsace Sector, where Pick
ering and his comrades 

' were quartered in a hog 
pen with a leaky roof. From 
The 88th Division in the 
World War. 
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In all it seemed 

as though one 

big darl< cloud 

had passed 

by and a new 

and brighter 

one had tal<en 

its place. 

were the ones who helped many a wounded and 
hungry soldier. If you were broke and step [ped] 
into a canteen run by the Red Cross Girls for some
thing to eat you could have anything they had and 
it wouldn't cost you a cent and they were always 
glad to wait on you [and] try their best to please 
you. It was different in the Y.M.C.A., they had a spe
cial order and you had to buy the whole bill-of-fare 
in order to get what you really wanted. You see if 
you didn't smoke or use tobacco in any form you 
could bring it back the next day and they would 
return your money.41 

After spending thirteen days in this little burg we 
got our orders to move on Oct. the 201h. Of course 
that day fell on our regular rest day but we were 
quite used to that. Our new home was a much 
larger town by the name of Dannemarie, but our 
sleeping quarters were lots worse, as we were over 
a hog pen and the roof over us was just sticking 
together and that was all.42 On one occasion during 
the night while we all [were] passing the time away 
in a peaceful slumber we were awakened by the 
water pouring in on us. On investigation we found 
it was raining outside and, for a fact, most of it was 
coming in on us, pulling our shelter halves up over 
our heads we just turned over and let her rain. 

While [on] our stay in this burg I was appointed 
liaison agent and took my daily rides out to the 
dugout and the front lines. One trip in the A.M. 
and one in the P.M. These were made on a bicycle 
through mud, rain, rocks, and woods. This sector 
that [we] were now holding was known as the 
Haute Alsace Lorraine and my work was very in
teresting, as I was taking orders to and fro from the 
office to the dugout. On several occasions during 
my trips I could see all kinds of aeroplane battles 
and even seen some of them brought to the ground 
disabled. I remember one time well, as I was just 
about half way out and I was whistling away while 
pumping the old bike with my mind away back in 
the old U.S.A. when all of a sudden there came a 
few bullets buzzing through the air and planting 
themselves in a nearby field and when they explod
ed, I thought they took the hind wheel right off of 
the bike. That no doubt stopped my little tune and 
also made me think I was nearing the front lines 
and to put my gas mask at alert position as they 
might be sending a few gas shells at us any time. 
Nothing like being ready for the worst to come, but 
there was one time I left the office in a hurry and 
went out and forgot my mask. Of course I made my 
trip as short as possible and didn't lose any time in 
getting back to the office. 
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It was about seven miles from the office to the 
dugout and the first half was along a well camou
flaged road, while the other half was through a 
dense forest of tall trees and brush. The first half of 
the road also ran through a couple of towns and I 
would make daily stops and buy candy and cigars 
for the boys and they sure was glad to have me 
come as I also had the mail and believe me, they 
were glad to get that. After making a few success
ful trips my 1\kk changed. I had been getting back 
rather early in the evening, but one night I was a 
little late in leaving the dugout on account of they 
not having the orders ready. As usual it was raining 
and dark was no name for it as you couldn't see 
a hand before you. I had to leave the bike quite a 
ways from the dugout and you had to go the rest of 
the way on foot down a long winding trail over dug-

' outs and cross trenches. Well I finally reached my 
bike and after mounting it I thought I would soon 
be home but knew it would be some task to ride in 
the darkness through the woods, in the mud and 
over the rocks. However, my task was soon ended 
py running over a large rock and cutting [a] hole in 
the rear tire. Now, of course, I had to walk and push 

· the wheel. This sure was a very unpleasant moment 
in my mind just then but had to go through and do 
the best of it. I finally arrived at the office wet with 
sweat and rain and too late to get any supper. On 
Nov. the 151 I took orders out to bring the co. in as 
we were going to move the next day. It was a lucky 
thing we did for the Huns let loose [in] the after
noon and shelled the same trenches and dugouts. 
They also shelled the road that I had to go over and 
at the very place I would of been going along. 

We had a very good time during our little stay ·. 
in Dannemarie and on Nov. 2nct we were ordered 
to be ready at 6 P.M. to march with light packs. Of 
course it was raining and dark, making the march 
as disagreeable as it could. [be.] I was used as a 
liaison agent between the two companies as it was 
terrible dark and we were supposed to stay a cer
tain distance apart. On getting farther away from 
town and coming closer to the woods we [were] 
obliged to use more men at the liaison and station 
five more about five steps apart and between each 
platoon. We finally arrived at Denny about 10:30 
and after eating supper which con [ sisted] of a 
cup of coffee and a slice of bread, we were ready 
for bed.43 This time we found our bunks in regular 
barracks and even if they were on the boards, we 
spent a few good nights in sleeping. Here the co. 
spent most of the time in drilling and resting but on 
Nov. 91h we got orders to move and carrying heavy 



packs we started out for Belfort, about 5 Kilos. Here 
we entrained bound for who knows where. There 
is one thing sure in the army, a person don't know 
what is coming the next minute. We rode all that 
night and the next day in boxcars, landing at the 
town of Pagny-sur-Meuse, marching to the town of 
Troussey with heavy packs.'14 Here we were billeted 
in barns with lots of hay to sleep on and I must say 
I spent one night in real rest. The next day we got 
our orders to be ready any minute to march to the 
front but as that day was the one that the Allies 
gave Germany a chance to sign the armistice and 
if they didn't they sure was going to get one fine 
reception, as [we] were ready with twenty fresh 
divisions to make a drive on Metz and in this vicin
ity. I guess they realized it and signed at the first 
opportunity. At the specified time, which was Nov. 
1l'h the 1l'h hour, 1918, they put their signatures to 
the little slip of paper and everything was off. It just 
seemed as though there was a new world dropped 
in and took the place of the old one, for flags were 
raised, bells ringing, and people yelling at the top 
of their voices, in all it seemed as though one big 
dark cloud had passed by and a new and brighter 
one had taken its place.'15 

We were enjoying the time too, but we got or
ders to move at 1:30 P.M. so spent the rest of the 
day in hiking down the road, arriving at the little 
town of Pagny-de-Barine near Toul.46 It was situated 
about 15 kilos and down in a low valley and believe 
me it was some hill to go down. Here [we] were 
billeted in an old deserted French Y.M.C.A., about 
155 in all, and we were sure some crowded for at 
bedtime we had to wait until one made his bed and 
then start down the line. When we all got to sleep 
and started to snore it sounded like a bunch of 
hogs in a pen. We spent four days in this town and 
on the 15'h of Nov. we left at 4:30A.M. and marched 
to Pont-a -Mousson, a distance of 25 miles, arriving 
at 6:30 P.M.'17 We were some tired and after eating 
a little bully beef and hard tack, we started to find 
a suitable place to sleep and after a little time we 
decided to bunk in a large cement building, which 
also had cement floors. These were somewhat cold 
as it was, the night was a little colder than usual, 
and being on the cement still made it colder. Early 
next morning Nov. 16'h after eating a little breakfast 
we started out [for] the town of Norroy.48 Arriving at 
10:30 A.M. we found that this burg was pretty near 
shot to pieces and also the people who lived there 

A military burial in Wahoo. 
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Full military honors, Wahoo. 
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had just left everything and beat it when the Huns 
came. However there were a few buildings stand
ing and in them there were even the tables set and 
everything was just as though they were keeping 
house and were living happy but now things were 
completely shot to pieces and their homes ruined. 

Here [we] got busy and policed up a stove, a 
feather bed, a nice room, and were just thinking 
what a dandy night's sleep we would have. The 
sad news came to us just after we had everything 
in fine shape - and in came the orders to be ready 
at 6 P.M. to move. We couldn't hardly see through 
it, for making us move like this after the armistice 
was signed it was too deep for us to figure out, but 
afterwards we found that the Huns had blown the 
railroad and also the bridges that led into Metz and 
they wanted that line fixed in the greatest possible 
speed obtainable. So of course it was up [to] the 
engrs. to repair it.49 Gee, we sure hated to leave, 
but promptly at 6 P.M. we were on our way for who 
knows where. As it was rather cool we made fine 
time and arrived at Jaulny at midnight. 5° This town 
was shot to pieces lots worse than the one we had 
just left and it took us quite a while to find a suit
able place to make a bed but finally came across 
some boys from a machine gun co. and a few of us 
rolled in with them. This little shack was just stand-
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ing and that is all you can say, for it only it had one 
side shot off and was patched by standing a few 
boards up to break the wind. As we were pretty 
cold the other boys got up and built a fire and we 
spent the time in telling our experiences until we 
got warm, then making our beds on the floor we 
hit the hay about 2 o'clock. Of course, it wasn't 
hardly worthwhile to get in as we were ordered to,. 
get up at 4:30A.M. and be ready to march at 5 A.M. 
but then again, a little sleep might come in handy. 
Promptly at 4:30 we got up and ate breakfast. Soon 
as we were through eating we built large fires in 
the middle of the street as orders had changed 
and we didn't know when we would leave. The old 
saying [is] "Early to bed and early to rise makes a 
man healthy, wealthy and wise." However it was 
somewhat different with us, "Late to bed and early 
to rise makes a man feel like he didn't care to be 
alive." Well at 9:30A.M. we were hiking down the 
road in great shape, passing a railroad and am
munition dump all blown to pieces and on nearing 
the hills, we saw where some poor soldiers had 
dug themselves in the rocks and made them a bed, 
probably to be protected from gunfire and at the 
same time catching up on their lost sleep. As Sher
man said, "War was hell" and we had just begun 
to realize it as the conditions the boys had to go 



through was some awful. I believe our boys were 
a little under more difficulties than those of the 
Huns as they were here first and of course had their 
dugouts all in first class shape, while we had to 
fight in the open and had to drive them out of their 
cement dugouts and well built trenches. For a fact 
we didn't have time to build any, for when we got 
started at the Huns [we] wouldn't stop to fix them 
as the Huns started to retreat and kept the Sammies 
busy trying to catch them.51 They were mighty glad 
to sign the piece of paper that was offered them 
and jumped at the first opportunity and everybody 
will remember the great day as it will go down in 
history as one of the greatest days that was ever 
known, the l11h hour on the 1Ph day of Nov. 1918. It 
sent home the glad news which secured more than 
one mother's aching heart and put a happiness 
there that will never be forgotten. 

After traveling some distance we came to the 
town of Rembrecourt, which was situated on the 
bank of a small stream and had also seen its best 
days of the war. 52 Here the road was completely 
blocked with debris and it took us some time be
fore we could get it cleared so we could pass. The 
water also had been dammed by the Huns and it 
was now flooding the city and in among the trees 
we found lying in the water nothing else but an 
American soldier and on looking over his tags we 

found that his name was McDonald, but that [was] 
all we could make out. A detail was set to work 
right away to dig a grave for him and give him as 
good a burial as we possibly could. 

We also found several German helmets, guns, 
ammunition, and etc. Even they had mines laid 
along the road and under the railroad bridges. 
After leaving here we had not gone but a little dis
tance when we ran on to three mines which was 
waiting for us to come along. After a little careful 
digging we finally got them up and everything 
cleared away so we could move on. Every now and 
then along the way we had to make several stops 
and throw trees out of the way as the roads were 
just full, which were cut down by the bullets. We 
landed at the little town of Waville about 4:30P.M. 
and were billeted in houses. 53 Here we had [a] fine 
place to sleep and also a nice fireplace to keep 
warm and to sit and write letters to our dear ones 
at home. We spent all the time in repairing the rail
road which leads into Metz, they wanted to get this 
built as soon as possible so they could [get] con
nected with Germany. On Nov. 201h we got orders to 
move so at 10:30 A.M. we pulled out bound for Ar
naville.54 Here we lived high with feather beds and 
electric lights and also a good stove so as to keep 
warm, in all it looked more like we were at home 
and was passing the time in great shape. 

A Nebraska war garden. 
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On one Sat. the co. issued passes for Metz and 
[I] for one was lucky enough to get one. It was 
about ten miles to this city and as the transporta
tion was poor it was up to us to walk or catch a 
Frog train which, of course, ran awful slow and 
you could make better time in walking. I finally got 
there by walking half of the way and jumping on a 
freight, rode the other half after a few stops. Metz 
is quite a large city besides the ones we were used 
to and the stores made us think we were in a city in 
[the] U.S.A. The street cars were of the small type, 
while the streets were very narrow and crooked 
and after a car passed you it was only a few sec
onds until it was out [of] sight. We had our most 
fun in the stores shopping as we couldn't make 
the clerks understand what we wanted by talking 
so had to go by signs, such as for handkerchief we 
acted as though we were blow[ing] our nose. The 
girls, however, were a good bunch and took things 
in fine spirits and seemed to enjoy waiting on us. 
It seemed as though they sure liked butcher shops 
and jewelry stores, as about every fourth store you 
came to it was one of the two. The children took 
great delight in standing at the windows and look
ing at their Xmas toys. 

After spending a very busy day we started for 
the depot as we had decided to try the train on our 
return trip. We got out of town about 6:30 P.M. and 
only went a short distance and we stopped and it 
kept this way until we finally got disgusted and got 
off and walked home, arriving at in time for me to 
blow Taps. 

Well Xmas was here and I spent my first one in 
the army and in France. We had a very fine meal 
[and] a little entertainment in the evening, which 
was enjoyed by us a!J.55 Time fairly few and it 
wasn't until Jan. 7th when we got our orders to move 
to Bayonville, which was only a short distance from 
Arnaville.56 Here we were billeted in a large factory 
and also had nice rooms and good beds to sleep in. 
Our stay here was very short as on Jan. 10th we all 
got into auto trucks and was hauled to Boviolles.57 

It sure seemed funny to ride as that was a very sel
dom occasion for us to come across in the army. 
After passing a lot of towns just shot to pieces and 
miles and miles of dugouts and trenches we pulled 
into this little burg and talk about a homesick 
bunch, we sure was one or wishing we had never 
left our good places in Arnaville or Bayonville. Here 
we were put back into the old barns and over hog 
pens and everything else. Talk about cold places 
to sleep we sure got it here and as the doctor said, 
"Plenty of fresh air is good for you" and believe me 
we sure have got plenty of it. The office is situated 
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back through two rooms and in the dark. For ex
ample it is like the places I have visited in California 
down in China town.58 

To-day is Sunday and tomorrow at 5 A.M. there 
are eighteen out of this company who are going 
on a seven-day leave and I am just lucky in get
ting [one] of them. It is snowing out now and as 
our passes calls for Monte-Carlo, which is situated 
down in southern France, we may get down where 
it is warms~ will enjoy the sunny France. 59 I must 
close now and will tell you all about the trip and 
the remaining time I spend in the country, which I 
hope won't be very long. Good-bye until we 
meet again. 

Sent to you from Boviolles, France, Jany 27th 
1919.60 There are lots of mistakes and also other 
little things you must overlook, Ha. Ha. 

Epilogue 

The 313th Engineers rejoined the rest of the 
,Eighty-eighth Division at the First Training Area 
around Gondrecourt on January 10, 1919. "Clean-

, ing up France," the building of barracks, hangers, 
and roads, organized athletics, schools, and enter
tainment filled the next several weeks as the men 
waited for a transport ship to "the States" to be
come available. Finally, the welcome orders arrived 
and the anxious engineers of the 313th reached St. 
Nazaire on May 20. The unit sailed from France on 
board the USS Madawaska on May 24, the last unit 
of the Eighty-eighth Division to leave Europe.61 

After landing at Newport News, Virginia, the 
members of the division traveled to camps near 
their homes or place of enlistment or induction for 
discharge. Fred Pickering ended his military ser
vice on June 15, 1919, likely at Camp Dodge, Iowa, 
and the following day returned to his farm 
in Ulysses.62 His homecoming was probably similar 
to those summarized by the editor of a local 
newspaper: "[T] here has been joy unspeakable[,] 
for to the parents and son this reuniting has been 
the ending of a perfect day. A thrill was experi
enced, one which they had often wondered would 
they ever experience again, and to the soldier 
this joy of returning was a recompense for all the 
hardships and deprivations endured." Now, those 
families fortunate to have a son return enjoyed a 
day that had been "looked forward to, dreamed 
of and planned for" for months, with a family 
reunion, favorite meal, and a soldier who "never 
looked as brave and handsome as on his return 
from service." With the fighting in Europe at an 



end, this editor believed "life takes on a new 
significance and the accomplishment of greater 
things will be enacted."63 

Greater things were indeed in store for Fred 
Pickering. On March 25, 1920, he married Gladys 
Cornelia Hurt, the young lady who had "escorted" 
him to David City nearly two years before when he 
began his military career. The "well known" and 
"industrious" Pickering continued his career as an 
"agriculturalist" and died in Ulysses on February 
12, 1964, at the age of seventy-two. He rests in the 
Ulysses Township Cemetery.64 

Fred Pickering likely never believed that the 
letter he wrote from France was historically signifi
cant, but merely a simple account of one soldier's 
travels to fight in World War I. But thanks to the 
foresight of this ordinary Nebraska soldier, we are 
reminded that rich literary treasures await those 
who research the Great War and document the 
men and women who suffered and died, as Presi
dent Woodrow Wilson said, to champion the "rights 
of mankind."65 Ill 
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a total of 6,845 cases of influenza and 1,041 cases of pneumonia 
were reported in the division, with 444 deaths. Wynkoop Hal
lenbeck Crawford Company, The 8811' Division in the World Ww; 
16. One veteran believed that the division lost more men from fn
fluenza than any other division in France, with as many as eighty 
men dying in one day and "whole companies were paralyzed at 
times." He also bemoaned the fact that hospital facilities were 
cold and damp, and the number of nurses inadequate to deal 
with the crisis. Larson, Memoirs of France, 12. Influenza caused 
staggering losses in the army as a whole. Although nearly forty
nine thousand men died in combat during the war, more than 
sixty-three thousand were listed as non-battle deaths, many due 
to influenza. Martin Gilbert, The First World War: A Complete His
tory (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1994), 437. 

35 Each platoon had been equipped with the "limber type tool 
wagon," which was piled high with packs, office equipment, 
kitchen, and mess supplies. The 7Jnnsit, Apr. 5, 1919. 

36 Located approximately three miles southwest of Belfort. 

37 Located approximately twenty miles east of Belfort. 

38 The Germans constantly observed the sector by airplane, 
fearing that the arrival of the Eighty-eighth Division in the area 
meant an Allied attack was imminent. Wynkoop Hallenbeck 
Crawford Company, The 8811' Division in the World Ww; 51. 

39 Company E's activities while billeted at Wolfersdorf consisted 
of work on a nearby strong point at Hagenback. Two platoons 
went to the front lines to gas proof the dugouts, clean and revet 
the trenches, and lay duckboards. Some of their work was de-



strayed by German shells soon after completion and had to be 
done again. The men at the front experienced many close calls, 
particularly from German aircraft. The Transit, Apr. 5 and May 
17, 1919. 

40 Pickering actually meant St. Mihiel. Officially, from Oct. 7 
to Nov. 4, the Eighty-eighth Division was stationed in the Center 
Sector of the Haute-Alsace, Vosges region, a section of the front 
line that was actually not in France but just across the border 
in Germany. The sector extended north from the Swiss border 
and controlled the Belfort Gap, a valley about fifteen miles wide 
between the Vosges Mountains and the Jural Alps. The fortified 
town of Belfort guarded this strategic gap. For the first ten days 
French troops occupied the trenches jointly with the Americans, 
but on Oct. 15 the French withdrew and the sector came under 
complete control of the Eighty-eighth Division. On Oct. 24 the 
three-kilometer-long Fulleren subsector to the south was added 
to the Eighty-eighth's responsibility. The total division front was 
approximately nineteen kilometers in length, with "No Man's 
Land" ranging in width from a kilometer to less than three hun
dred meters. Although the area had seen heavy fighting early in 
the war, both sides had gone on the defensive in the region by 
this time. The area was described as rolling country with con
siderable wooded areas. As the defenses in the sector had fallen 
into disrepair, the 313'" was assigned the task of rebuilding and 
strengthening the defensive system. Order of Battle, vol. 2, 397; 
Battle Monuments Commission, American Armies and Battlefields 
in Europe, 421-25; Wynkoop Hallenbeck Crawford Company, The 
88'h Division in the World War, 42-50, 59, 63-66. 

41 Doughboys in France both praised and damned the Young 
Men's Christian Association (YMCA) Some soldiers heaped un
fair scorn on the organization because they believed the YMCA 
was selling items that were supposed to be given free of charge 
to the troops, or were engaged in price gouging. Others thought 
that association members were reluctant to serve near the front 
On the other hand, some soldiers freely praised the work of the 
YMCA and similar social welfare associations. James J. Cooke, 
The Rainbow Division in the Great War, 1917-1919 (Westport, 
Conn.: Praeger, 1994), 79, 94. 

42 About two miles south of Wolfersdorf, or twenty miles east 
ofBelfort. 

'13 About four miles northeast of Belfort. 

44 On Nov. 4 the division was relieved and began moving north 
to Toul to support an offensive by the American Second Army, 
which was to act in concert with the French to encircle the for
tress city of Metz. The attack began on Nov. 10, but was halted 
the next day due to the signing of the armistice. Wynkoop Hal
lenbeck Crawford Company, The 88'h Division in the World Wm; 
42-50, 59, 63-66. Pagny is about eight miles west of Toul, while 
Troussey is about two miles northwest of Pagny. 

45 According to one source, the men of the Eighty-eighth Divi
sion greeted the news of the armistice with mixed feelings. 
Although casualties in the upcoming battle for Metz would 
probably have been high, the troops were disappointed that 
their extensive training would not be tested in a major offensive. 
Larson, Memoirs of France, 15. 

46 About three miles northwest of Toul. 

47 While most of the remainder of the division was ordered to 
Gondrecourt (the First Training Area) for further training, the 
313'" was sent to Pont-a-Mousson and reported to the chief engi
neer, Second Army, for reconstruction work. During this period, 
the 313'" built and rebuilt railroads, repaired roads, installed 
telephone lines, and operated electric light plants. Wynkoop 
Hallenbeck Crawford Company, The 88'h Division in the World 
Wm; 78. The regiment remained detached from the division and 
with the Second Army and Ninth Army Corps from Nov. 15, 1918, 
to Jan.10, 1919, then rejoined the division at Gondrecourt. Order 
of Battle, vol. 2, 393, 397. Pont-a-Mousson is about eighteen miles 
northeast of Toul. 

48 The town of Norroy, about two miles north of Pont-a-Mous
son. Larson, Memoirs of France, 15. 

49 According to the regimental newspaper, the Nancy-Metz rail
road line (which had been damaged by German and American 
artillery fire) was to be repaired as soon as possible in order "to 
permit the triumphal entry of the French" into Metz. The Transit, 
Apr. 12 and May 28, 1919. In addition to this work, the engineers 
were tasked with policing the area and salvaging "every piece of 
military equipment." The men were at work on Thanksgiving Day 
1918 "cleaning up the country and removing some of the signs of 
more than four years of war." Larson, Memoirs of France, 15. 

50 About nine miles northwest of Pont-a-Moussorl. · 

51 A nickname used in U.S. popular culture (a derivation of 
"Uncle Sam") for American troops. 

52 Rembrecourt was about two miles northeast of Jaulny. 

53 Waville is about four miles northeast of Jaulny. 

54 Arnaville is ten miles southwest of Metz, and four miles east 
of Waville. Wynkoop Hallenbeck Crawford Company, The 8811

' 

Division in the World Wm; 78. A member of Company C believed 
this was the regiment's best billet in France, with four or five men 1 

to a room, passes to visit Metz, and plenty of stoves and wood, in · 
addition to the use of a rifle range. The 1Junsit, May 10, 1919. 

55 The 313'" was also complimented by French officials "on the 
efficient work of the men who had labored so willingly in anal
most continual downpour of rain." The Transit, Apr. 12, 1919. 

56 Bayonville-sur-Mad is about two miles west of Arnaville, or 
about halfway between Arnaville and Waville. 

57 Boviolles is about thirty-eight miles southwest of Bayonville. 

58 The work of "cleaning up France" began again in Boviolles, 
including erecting barracks and hangers and repairing roads. 
The Transit, Apr. 12, 1919. 

59 During the winter of 1918-19, many officers and men of the 
AEF were granted "leave trips" to various locales, including 
the Riviera (Nice, Monte Carlo, and Cannes). Those fortunate 
enough to be granted leave were "kept in good hotels with real 
beds and excellent food free of charge." Wynkoop Hallenbeck 
Crawford Company, The 88'h Division in the World War, 89-90. 
Pickering and three comrades enjoyed a three-day leave to Paris 
in April 1919, where they found "too many wild women roaming 
at large." The Transit, Apr. 26, 1919. 

60 Pickering had apparently sent other letters home, but prob
ably not one this lengthy. In October 1918 he mailed at least two 
letters. In one he stated that he "likes the [army] work fine" and 
had visited the grave of Napoleon III, while the other was a more 
lengthy description of his voyage overseas and some of the sights 
of England and France. Ulysses Dispatch, Oct. 24 and Dec. 5, 
1918. 

"Wynkoop Hallenbeck Crawford Company, The 88'h Division 
in the World War, 104-5. According to Herschel Brown, another 
Nebraska doughboy, the Madawaska was an interned German 
ship originally named Crown Prince Wilhelm !1. Out of Old Ne
braska, Nebraska State Historical Society, June 8, 1983. 

62 E-mail communication from Denise Sanders, Nebraska State 
Historical Society Library/Archives Division, Oct. 16, 2003; Ul
ysses Dispatch, June 19, 1919. 

63 People's Banner (David City, Nebr.), June 12, 1919. 

64 www.rootsweb.com/-nebutler/utwpcem.htmJ#P (Ulysses 
Township Cemetery); Undated Pickering obituary furnished by 
Hruska Memorial Public Library, David City, Nebraska; Ulysses
Dispatch, Apr. 1, 1920. 

65 Battle Monuments Commission, American Armies and Battle
fields in Europe, 13. 
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