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 During any war there are some people who have the good fortune to avoid combat and 

hardship. I was one of them, and I continue to marvel at my good luck as I read of the 

experiences of others in the Ex-CBI Roundup. The accounts of the lives of GIs in the boonies of 

Burma, China, and India cause me to marvel at their courage, discipline, and dedication to duty. 

They had it rough. I had it easy. I had no control over it. Like them, I went where I was sent, and 

did what I was told. The luck of the draw.  

 I joined the Army Enlisted Reserve Corps while I was a freshman in college on October 

16, 1942. I was 18. The idea was that we would remain in college for a while, and then go to 

officer candidate school. But on March 16, 1943, I was called up and sent into the Signal Corps. 

I did basic and several weeks of Morse Code training as a radio operator at Camp Kohler near 

Sacramento, California. I was then sent to the campus of the University of California 

Agricultural College at Davis, The Signal Corps had taken it over. There I got 13 weeks more of 

radio operator training. They taught us touch typing on a Mill, a typewriter with only capital 

letters. Before I left I was a competent touch-typist. In these days of computers it's a major asset.  

 While I was at Davis, they posted a notice that the Air Corps was recruiting cadets.  

I applied, took an exam at Mather Field, passed, and was told I would be transferred to the Air 

Force shortly. But before that happened, I was shipped out as a radio operator to the South 

Pacific. I was in New Caledonia getting ready to go to the Solomon Islands when orders came 

through transferring me to the Air Corps at Keesler Field near Biloxi, Mississippi. So back to the 

States I went in February 1944, with a two-week furlough en route. I told you I was lucky. I was 

at Keesler a month or two when the Air Corps decided they had enough cadets and closed the 

program I was in. I was then sent back to the Signal Corps, this time to Camp Crowder, near 

Joplin, Missouri. More training. I learned Boehme and radio teletype. With Boehme, Morse 

Code is transmitted mechanically at a very high speed and recorded as dots and dashes with ink 

on a tape. The tape then passes over a grooved bridge in front of a typewriter. The operator 

watches it as it moves in front of him and types the letters, usually five-letter code groups. Do 

this for half an hour and everything in the room seems to move around you. My MOS when I left 

Camp Crowder after 13 weeks was 777, Radio Operator High Speed.  

 I was assigned to a signal team. It had a fairly good TO which I don't remember exactly. 

The older men got the top ratings. I got a T/4 and there were two T/5s. There were six EMs and a 

second lieutenant. Apparently we were supposed to go to some rural outpost in China. Together 



we went to Miami Beach where we waited for ATC air priorities. I guess somebody wanted us in 

a hurry. From Miami we flew to Karachi with interesting stopovers along the way: Georgetown, 

British Guiana; Belem, Brazil; Ascension Island (not far from where Napoleon was imprisoned); 

Kano and Maiduguri, Nigeria; Kartoum, Sudan; and Masirah Island. At several stops we got 

bumped by higher priority passengers, and became GI tourists. In Brazil we all bought boots, and 

during a few days in Nigeria we rode some lively Arab horses.  

 After a few days at a vast British base in Karachi, we took over a third class car in an 

Indian train. With a few hours layover in Delhi, we finally reached Calcutta and the nearby US 

Army replacement depot at Kanchrapara. I don't remember how long we were there, but it 

seemed a long time to be doing nothing. We did get into Calcutta once. Then, to our great 

surprise, in November of 1944, we were put on a train back to New Delhi where we were 

assigned to the 835th Signal Service Battalion to work for the rest of the war in the theater 

headquarters signal center.  

 I had been in the army 18 months before I was of any use to the war effort, and I had 

gotten to see a large part of the world almost as a tourist. Delhi made a great impression on me.  

I recall how awed I was by the first glimpse of the Jamma Masjid (Great Mosque). I remembered 

a picture of it I had seen in an encyclopedia when I was about eight.  

 New Delhi was a grand imperial city laid out by British planners in such a way that there 

was an impressive view of some building at the end of each avenue. It was much less crowded 

than old Delhi, and nothing like Calcutta. The center of town was Connaught Circus, a large 

circle with a park in the center. It was surrounded by matched buildings with shopping arcades. 

Kings Way had a giant arch .at one end of a mall like that in Washington. Government buildings 

including the Viceroy's palace was at the other end. Looking at the monuments one would think 

the Raj would last forever.  

 Both old and new Delhi was loaded with great tourist attractions, and army morale 

officers arranged guided tours. There was a Red Cross club for enlisted men called the Duration 

Den. It was well staffed and had food that was safe to eat and ice cream. The Red Cross even 

managed to wangle an invitation for EMs to visit the Viceroy's Palace and meet Lady Wavell. 

We were free to go all over the grounds and some of us, by mistake, even wandered into the 

living quarters. I remember a piano upon which there were silver-framed, autographed 

photographs from royalty.  



 Across the street from the Duration Den was the Imperial Hotel which had become the 

US officers' club. It had a big lawn with umbrellas, and a bit more class than our club. We could 

see from a distance that the officers were entertaining European and upper class Indian women. 

They apparently had a monopoly, because no one I knew had a girl friend.  

 GIs had been in Delhi since early 1942. By the time we got there, living conditions were 

much better than they were for the early arrivals. There was no longer a threat of malaria or 

dengue, and soon we slept without nets. We could drink the tap water. We lived in the Canning 

Road Barracks which were two-story, white, concrete and stucco buildings with roomy bays 

reasonably shielded from the heat. The men in each bay chipped in a small sum for the salary of 

an Indian bearer. He shined our shoes, made our beds, and ran errands. Our bearer was named 

Ram. He was a hard worker and a good man. We were all issued bicycles, so we could easily get 

around the city. Trees were everywhere. The strong scent of jasmine perfumed the air as we road 

our bikes home from the signal center late at night.  

 There were four movie theaters In New Delhi and they all played the latest American and 

British films. Seats were reserved. Tickets were cheap, and you usually bought them in advance. 

Inside the theater smartly turbaned bearers would bring drinks to your seat. I can't recall that any 

Indian language film played in any of the New Delhi theaters.  

 We ate in a giant mess hall staffed in large part by Indians, most of whom knew only a 

few words of English. I'm not much of a gourmet, and I thought the food was generally good, but 

there was the usual amount of bitching. As I remember we got our share of C rations and 

powdered eggs, but I didn't mind, and none of the food made us sick. Some competent mess 

officers and GI cooks were looking out for sanitation, no easy task In India. We called the 

lemonade "battery acid" but we drank gallons of it in the hot weather. It was certainly better than 

the chlorinated Lister Bag output for the guys upcountry.  

 In Delhi at first, I worked the Morse circuits to places like Kunming, Chungking, Bhamo, 

Chabua, and Kandy. I did some Boehme, but mercifully that was quickly replaced by radio 

teletype. All of the messages were encrypted into five-letter code groups. Gradually radio 

teletype took over almost everything. That was a relief. Morse could be stressful, especially 

when there was atmospheric interference or jamming. We worked eight hours on and 24 off. 

While it was not leisurely, it was certainly no hardship.  

 Every once in a while we would be notified that a round-the-world message was coming. 

This was supposed to be a demonstration of the speed and competence of the Signal Corps. I 



suspect some VIP or congressman was being shown around headquarters in Washington. 

Washington would address a message to the station in Asmara, Ethiopia. Asmara would forward 

it to us. We would send it to Manila. Manila would send it to San Francisco and on to 

Washington. I don't know how long it all took, but we were always tipped off when these 

messages were coming, and got them out in a hurry. 

 After the Japanese surrender, a lot of the traffic was sent in clear text. We were all 

anxious to go home. There were some demonstrations in Manila and the men in the signal center 

there began using the circuits to keep us informed about what was going on. But we all knew we 

had to wait on the point system. I had enough points to be sent home in late February, 1946. I 

boarded a troop ship in Calcutta and 29 days later disembarked in Seattle. I was 21 years old.  

 I hated the army while I was in it. I didn't like the authoritarianism and the CS. I 

remember once at Davis I entered the barracks to use the latrine, left my helmet liner on the bed 

for maybe five minutes. Got gigged for it and lost my weekend pass. After my first signal 

training I was promoted to Pfc. When I shipped out as a casual I was routinely busted to private. 

In Delhi, MPs stopped some soldiers who had pushed their caps to the back of their heads to 

avoid prickly heat rash. So, some of us had a diagonal rash on our foreheads. In April, May, and 

June the temperature can reach 120f. On one occasion during this period we were taken out to 

march around the city wearing our gas masks. Some fellows passed out from heat exhaustion. 

Talk about mad dogs and Englishmen - we were one up on them. Such foolishness was 

annoying. I was too young and inexperienced to appreciate how insignificant this was relative to 

what GIs were enduring in the boonies. It took me several years to realize how good the army 

had been for me.  

 Like many others, I was worried that the time spent in the army would put me at a 

disadvantage when I returned to civilian life. I could have completed college during the time I 

was a GI. But, actually the army and India did me a lot of good. While I was there, I got 

interested in Indian politics and religion. I read everything I could get my hands on including 

several Indian newspapers. I developed an intellectual investment in, and a fascination with, the 

country and its politics.  

 After the war, I finished college with the GI bill. In graduate school, I specialized in 

Indian politics and foreign relations. I got grants to return to India and spent a year there in  

1953-54. I wrote several articles for academic journals and co-authored a book entitled 

Communism in India. I went back to India again in 1955 and 1966, and for the last time in  



1973-74. In 1954, I got a nasty case of typhoid despite up-to-date shots. I discovered that eating 

on the economy had a lot more risks than the Canning Road mess hall. I got sick often. In 1966,  

I stayed at the Imperial Hotel, its wartime glory somewhat faded. The Duration Den was now a 

car showroom as it had been before the war.  

 In 1974, New Delhi had changed radically. It was grossly overcrowded and run down. 

Connaught Circus was pretty shabby. It was not the graceful imperial city of the Raj. I was 

always supportive of the Indian independence movement. Self-determination was inevitable and 

right. British imperialism was no longer sustainable. But its record in India was not as bad as 

some Indian nationalists then believed, and they did build a beautiful capital. I don't know what 

New Delhi is like today, but I doubt if it can ever be again the lovely city where I rode my bike 

and smelled the jasmine.  

 In the last few years I have done a lot of research in the US National Archives and the 

presidential libraries. Most of the documents from World War II have been declassified. I have 

been able to read encoded messages that I transmitted from station JGTA in New Delhi. One 

document I ran across is worth quoting. It is a report to Washington by OSS Col. Richard P. 

Heppner in 1943.  

  From Indians in all parts of India one hears nothing but praise for the 

  American soldier and  his attitude toward the Indians. Doubtless, some 

  of the good feeling is engendered by the amount of money which our 

  troops have to  spend; however, there can be no doubt that the kindliness 

  and friendly attitude of our troops have made a great impression on the 

  Indians.  

 I think this observation is correct. The United States was greatly admired by the Indians 

during the war, and American soldiers in general made a good impression. When we left the 

country we left behind a great deal of good will. I was a beneficiary of those feelings when I 

traveled around India in the fifties. Alas, I think that now most of it has eroded.

 


