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This Veterans History Project interview is being conducted here at the Niles Public
Library on May 26th in the year 2009. My name is Neil O’Shea, and I'm a member of the
reference staff here. And I'm speaking with Mr. Matthew Potoczek. And Mr. Potoczek
was born on September the 25th in 1925, and he lives here in the village of Niles, and he
has kindly consented to be interviewed for this project. And we’re very appreciative of his
coming in today and being so patient, because we’ve had Mr. Potoczek on our list to be
interviewed for quite a while. (Interviewer’s words in italics)

Yes.
And Mr. Potoczek is a CBI veteran. And we don’t have-- I think we only have one other
CBI vet, so it’s interesting to try and get some more stories on a particular sector of the

war that’s relatively unknown or underappreciated, perhaps, by modern folks.

The CBI, we had the doctors there, we had the medics, we had the quartermaster. It took
all those people to supply me on the front lines.

Yes. So far away.

Yes.

So, Mr. Potoczek, when did you enter the Service?
That was in 1944, April.

April of “44. And were you living--?

In Chicago.

Northside? Southside?



Northside. I went to Lane Technical High School. I was eighteen when they-- I wanted to
join at seventeen, but my mother and father says, “No. Finish high school.” So, I finished
high school. And I went right into the Army.

Were you an only child?

No. I had 3 brothers and one sister, Virginia. Stanley went into the Coast Guard. Walter
was deferred because he was working on lenses, the Norden Bombsight, the lenses, so he
was exempt from joining the Army because he was doing military work on lenses,
making these bombsights. Ted was too young, so, he didn’t have to go.

So where did you live in the city?

Milwaukee, Armitage, and Western.

Oh, right.

2440 West Courtland Street.

Lane Tech, that is a mighty high school, the Indians!

Oh, I loved Lane Tech. Oh, I played basketball there, football, baseball! I really enjoyed
high school. It had beautiful athletic teachers. And all our teachers were just wonderful.

Yes.

Really--.

So, you were in pretty good shape then physically?

Oh, I was physically good.

Yes.

You know, when I went in the Army, I was about 140 pounds. When I got out, I was 95.
We’ll have to-- That will be interesting to hear how you lost the fifty pounds, yes.

I lost that because we didn’t eat half--, you know, our air supply, the parachutes, missed
us, so we couldn’t get-- the Japanese got our food.

So were you afraid the war would be over before you would get into the war?
Well, I was hoping the war would end before I got in.

Oh, you were.



Yes, because my parents, they came from Poland, and my Uncle Andrew was killed by
the Nazis, the SS, he had a farm there. And my mother cried. And I wanted to join the
Army right away, you know, and go to Europe. But it didn’t work that way. And I went
to the Pacific. Like they say, when you join the Army, they put you-where they wanted.
So you wanted to, if the war was on, you wanted to go.

I wanted to go to Germany.

To go to Germany, but if the war was over, that was okay.

Yes. Well, I was hoping the war would end, but it lasted, you know,--

Yes.

quite a while. until 1945, you know.

Yes. So you joined the service then in 1940--?

April, 1944

And you had graduated in?

In January.

Oh, you could graduate in midyear in those days, right?

In 1944, 1 graduated.

Yes. So you got drafted then.

Yes. I wanted to, really, I wanted to enlist, but my mother and father says no. So, you’re
at home, you listen to your mother and father. So I signed up for the draft, and then I was
drafted.

Very quickly, yes.

Yes. Took me right away.

Yes. So you didn’t worry about what branch of service, or Coast Guards, or Marines, or
Navy?

No.

Or Army Air Corps?



No, if they need me, I'll go.

Yes.

I thought I was going to go to Europe because a lot of my friends went to Europe from
Lane Tech. And Howard Wadell and I went back to Lane Tech to find out where all my
friends were, and I went to visit. Howard Wadell was killed in Germany. We graduated
together. So some went to Germany and some went to the CBI.

Yes. So you get inducted downtown somewhere, do you?

I got inducted at the post office.

At the post office. And then they put you on a--

The ‘L’ and we went to Fort Sheridan. And from Fort Sheridan, we went to Fort Riley,
Kansas.

Was that by train, or bus, or truck?

By train.

Was that the first time you were ever--?

Away from home.

Yes.

The first time.

Wow.

I’d never been away. Never.

Did you have a hard time adjusting to the Army?
Yes. It was strange. I wasn’t used to that kind of a life.
But you were used to being on sports teams.

Yes.

And having coaches and stuff like that.

Yes.



And teamwork, and I suppose that helped?

Yes, it helped, but I adjusted; you miss home; you miss your mother, you miss your
brothers, you miss your sisters, but I adjusted, you know, and then when I went overseas,
it was even worse.

Yes. Now, you said basic training was pretty tough?

Oh, yes, very tough, yes. You know, forced marches, getting up early in the morning, on
the go at the rifle range, shooting down the planes that they shot up there. We had the 30
caliber machine guns, and we had to-- we had the horses then. We had mules then. We
had the 30 caliber machine guns, we had to mount them on the mules. And, of course,
they used those mules, they brought them overseas with us.

Really?

Yes. To carry all our equipment.

Did--You had a tough drill sergeant, did you mention?

Yes. Sergeant Porter.

Sergeant Porter.

Oh, was he tough! He never let you up. “Get up, get walking!” He says, “Don’t straggle!
Get in there!” We had the forced marches.

I wonder where he was from, Sergeant Porter?

Sergeant Porter was from Texas.

Oh. Texas.

Yes.

You probably met servicemen from all over the country there, did you?
Yes. Mmm-hmm.

And you got along with most types of people?

Oh, yes.



From New York, Kentucky, California, Salt Lake City, Utah. My friend Dick Miller says,
“Oh,” he says, “Oh, you’re from Chicago.” I’'m Catholic. He’s a Mormon. He says, ,
“You threw us out of Illinois!” You know, the Mormons--.

Yes.

I says, “Dick, I don’t know about this. I wasn’t born! My mother and father were in
Poland!”

Yes.

We didn’t know nothing about, that religion, the Mormons..

Yes.

And he says, “Yes, you Catholics threw us out. We had tough years in Salt Lake City,
Utah!” But we’re still good friends to this day. He’s still alive. He and I spent time in a
foxhole. We became the best of friends to this day.

Does he live in Utah?

And he lives in Utah. He’s retired, so he’s got two homes. He’s got a home in Beaver
Dam, Arizona. I've been there. It’s beautiful. We went to visit him and his wife. But they,
his mother and father had a factory. He was the richest guy in our outfit.. They had-- all
the rest of us were not poor, but we didn’t have the money he had. He had-- their parents
had a lot of money.

Yes.

Nice cars, beautiful home. And, in Kentucky, Clay, we called him Clay, we went to visit
him. But they had dirt floors for their house.

Yes?

And they had a well out there, an outhouse. He was the poorest of all of them, but we all
became very close friends, very, very close.

And you all worked, you all followed Sergeant Porter’s commands?
Oh, yes. Yes, we listened to him. He was strict, but--

Yes. So you mentioned you were in a Cavalry outfit?

124th.

124th Cavalry, but you didn’t know anything about horses, or mules, or?



Never.

Before then?

But I loved horses. When I was a little kid, who could afford a horse? I was born in the
Depression. I was lucky. My mother would send me to school. She would put cardboard
in my shoes, because the leather wore out.

Yes.

And that’s how bad things were. During the Depression, there were people in the
neighborhood committed suicide. I remember Mr. Berkowitz. He lost his job, he lost his
house, and he committed suicide. They were very bad times.

Yes.

Heating, and food, and clothing. There was no work. Absolutely.

So, at least in the Army, you got food and clothing of some kind.

The Army was beautiful. They gave you nice clothes and plenty to eat. The only thing,
Sergeant Porter was real strict. He made sure you did your beds right, the corners had to
be squared off. And those shoes shined! Oh, he kept you going night and day! You know,

you were on the go. He never let up.

So there was nothing, there wasn’t anything in basic training you had a problem with,
though? I mean--

No, we--

You handled it.

We handled it.

And the training, or the--

No, no.

Sharpshooting, or the working with the horses?
Yes, well--.

And the mules? Everything was fine.



When we were on the range, he said, “You got to hit the target!,” He says, “Hit the
target!,” he used to say.

You got to get used to that kick or something, I suppose, right?

He told me how to hold the rifle. I never had a rifle.

Yes.

But then he says, after a while, he says, then he nicknamed me Potsi. I got a nickname of
Potsi, because he--, so in the Army they called me, when I was overseas, they called me,
and then that name stuck.

The name follows you, yes.

Nickname,, Potsi. Then Sergeant Potsi. When I was in the post office, Potsi, and then that
name stuck with me.

Yes. Potsi.
Yes. [ worked in the-- when I got home from the Service, well, I'd never had a job.
Right.

So, a friend of mine from, Walter Stovick, he was a captain, and he was overseas in
Germany there. And he told me to get in the post office. So, I got a job in the post office.

Yes.
And I was real happy there.

Did-- so when did you realize that they were going to send you overseas to the Pacific
and not Europe?

Oh, the Pacific. When we finished our basic training, we had leave. I had to tell my
mother, and father, and my brothers and sisters, that, I got a, I think it was two weeks
leave, then I had to report back to Fort Riley, Kansas. I says, “I don’t know what’s going
to happen after that. I have no idea.” Then we got orders that we’re going. We got on the
train. We’re going to California.

That’s a clue.
Yes. So, we went to Riverside, California. And then they gave us all new equipment, all

M1 rifles, 45 sidearms, all new.boots, everything, new. You know, packs, everything,
canteens. They said, “This is your equipment. Take care of it!” Then we-- but they



wouldn’t tell us where we were going, what we’re-- then they took us to Los Angeles and
then we got on the ship, 5000 soldiers on that ship!

Do you remember the name of the ship?
I can’t-- I think it’s in the report.

In the report that, yes. Mr. Potoczek was very kind to bring us a history of his unit that
was written by this Major, Major Stadler.

Yes, he wrote it all. My memory isn’t that good anymore.

So we’ll add this to the interview.

But I remember there was a troop transport ship. I can’t think of the name of it, but then it
took us thirty days because the submarines, the Japanese submarines, were there, and no
smoking, no lights because at night. If you had a light there, the submarines would sink
the ship, so--

Was it hard to pass the time on the ship?

Oh, we were down in the hold there. Four bunks, and we slept on top of each other, four
guys.one, two, three, four.

Nobody went crazy down there.

No, no, no.

No.

It was kind of lonesome.

Yes.

No lights, nothing.

During the day, you were allowed to go on deck a little bit?

During the day, we could go up on the deck, and then when it came to eating for 5000
troops. We had to stand in line, but we only ate, I think, it was twice a day, breakfast and
one meal in the evening, and that was it.

A lot of cards. Play cards or--.

Yes, then we’d play cards.



Yes.

We had a lot of time.

Were the horses and the mules, were they on the ship?
No, they had another ship for them. We weren’t on that.
But they shipped American mules overseas?

Yes, just the troops, and the-- I think the Merchant Marines brought them over, the mules
and the horses.

Then we-- it took us quite a few days, weeks, and then we stopped at Melbourne,
Australia. So they said we could get off the ship, and then we went walking around in
Melbourne, Australia.

Oh, you had to go down under Australia and around?

Yes.

Wow, no wonder it was so long, yes.

And then--

Down under.

We rented bicycles there. We met some girls over there. We went bicycle riding. Oh, you
know, you’re eighteen years old, they brought us to their home, and they talked to us, fed
us,. It was real pleasant in Australia. I says, “Oh, this is nice.”

And then we had to report back to the ship, and then, after that, we got some more
supplies. Then we headed for Bombay, India. And then Bombay was terrible. They says,
“Okay, you can go to shore,” for maybe so many hours, but it was so bad in Bombay.
Warm? Hot?

Hot, a lot of poverty.

Yes.

Nothing, nothing. People didn’t even have food. It was so bad. We said it was better on

the ship than it was in Bombay. I’d never have believed that. We had the Depression in
1929, but it wasn’t as bad as Bombay was.
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Yes.

This was terrible. These people were skinny, rags and bones, in India. I said this was too
bad.. And then they’d be begging. I had a little money. I would give it to them.

Yes.

I felt sorry for these people. They had children there. They were begging. That was
horrible. I felt that depressed me to see.

Yes.

You know, how people lived. I said--

So, Bombay, you were on the west coast of India?
Mmm-hmm.

Did you go by train then to--

Then we took-- We got onto a train, I remember, and then, from there, we engaged the
enemy. The Japanese were all the way into India.

Yes. You went to the other side to Calcutta then, or something, probably, or--

I think it was Assam, India, where we engaged.

Assam, yes.

And then I remember the Merrill Marauders, they called themselves the Merrill--. We
were the replacements for them. They were all beat up. They were fighting there first, and
we looked at them, we were healthy, they were beat. Oh, I mean terrible, in terrible
condition!

So this would have been late “44?

Yes, it was in “44.

Like November or October?

Somewhere around there, let’s see, October, yes, somewhere.

Yes.

I’m losing track of the time.
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No, no. Yes.

But we were the replacements for them. I mean, they were ragged, their uniforms, their
shoes, everything. We had all brand new stuff, all nice clothes, everything. Good boots,
brand new. Theirs were ragged. So, we were the replacements for them. Then we
engaged the Japanese. We fought the Japanese.

In Burma or--

In this-- in India.

In India.

But we were doing good, because we were well-trained.

What was the terrain like there?

Oh, rugged. It was--

Kind of Mountainy? Hilly?

Jungle.

Oh, jungle.

Jungle. Then we went into--

But you hadn’t trained for jungle fighting, though, did you?

No, I didn’t train.

No.

Not in Fort Riley, Kansas.

Yes.

So then we replaced the Merrill Marauders. I remember them. Then we had the mules
come in later, but we were in combat. We pushed forward. Then the rest of the fellows,
they were loading up the mules with supplies, put the howitzers on there. I think they
were the 105, they called them Howitzers. That was for backup. And then we engaged the
Japanese. We fought the Japanese every day, every day. But we were doing good. We
were pushing them back and back. Then I recall some of the towns. Then we went to

Burma. There was Myitkina. There was a big battle there. And then we lost quite a few
men there. And my Captain Gavel, we lost him. I'd seen him get shot.
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He was shot in battle, on the field, the captain?

Captain Gavel. In fact, there is a picture of him, showing Captain Gavel. And he got
killed, and a lot of the other fellows got killed.

Machine gun fire? Rifle fire? Or artillery?

By the Japanese. The Japanese they had the-- they had machine guns and then they had
25 caliber weapons. And they shot a lot of our men. And then we had to bury Captain
Gavel. We couldn’t get to him for a couple of days because we were pinned down. And
so let’s see. Then we were stuck, I forget how many days. I was in a foxhole there with
Frank Pontarrero, Dick Miller. And then we had to split up, one man to a foxhole so we
could hold the line, because we lost so many men. And I remember looking out the
foxhole, seeing all the dead bodies. We were trying to get them. But then we were fired
upon, so we had to go back. So the radioman came there, and, so, we were pinned down.
So we called for backup, the howitzers, and then the howitzers would send flares ahead.
And we would say, “Is he on target? Is he on target?” He says, “Yes, I think that’s where
the machine guns are.” So they would-- I says, “Send live ammunition then instead of the
white flares.” It was like-- live ammunition and all of a sudden boom, boom! And they’re
knocked out, the machine gun nest there. And then we got out, and we pulled out a lot of
the Japs that were killed, with our M1s, and the dead, Captain Gavel, and all the rest that
were dead and wounded. So the medics, Green was one of the medics, and I got shrapnel
right here,

On the bridge of your nose?

Yes. Right here.

On the side?

On the side, and then I--

You were lucky.

Yes, just blood. So I remember-- Green patched me up, and then I talked to the-- and then
the lieutenant says, “Oh,” he says, “You’ve got-- your right eye is good because you can
still shoot.” The lieutenant said that, and I says, “Yes,” It’s, “it was bleeding, but it didn’t
affect this eye.” So, they patched me up. Green patched me up, and, so, we were doing
good then.

This was in Burma?

We were in Burma and we fought-- That was in Myitkina. I remember now the place.

You were trying to open the Burma Road, too, since they weren't--
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Yes, we were opening the Burma Road.

Yes.

We were doing good. We were pushing the Japanese back. And I remember Stilwell,
General Stilwell, came up the front line. He says, “You guys are good. You’re holding
the Japs back and you’re pushing them back.” They nicknamed him Vinegar Joe. He
would come in the front line. He was a real good guy, but I don’t know who named him
Vinegar Joe. But that’s the word that got around. And like me, my nickname was Potsi,
because they couldn’t pronounce the last name too good!

And who gave you that nickname-- that was in?

That was Captain Gavel, he says “Potsi.” Then he says, because when we lost our
sergeant, then he says, “You’re taking over the squad. You’re a sergeant now. You give
the orders. I give you the orders, and you give your men the orders, the new ones, the
replacements.” I said, “Okay,”

So how many men were in your squad?

There were about twelve.

Twelve.

In the squad, yes, so we had a-- and then he says, “I want you to take the squad and go up
ahead,” so I'd have to take the squad. And we went up, and we’d engage the enemy, and
then we’d have to fire back, and then we would dig in. And that’s the way it went from
day to day to day, meet the enemy, and then you engage the enemy, and then you fight.
They kill you, you kill them, that was the way life was.

So you must have pushed them back a hundred miles or--

Yes, we pushed them back quite a bit.

Yes.

And we were fighting and fighting in Myitkina, there, Burma.

So you had continuous days of combat?

Every day we had.

It must have been a couple of months, three months.

Months.
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Months, and months, yes.

You figure, ‘44 to then, when we were fighting there. I remember it was, I think it was
August of 1945, and they says they dropped the atomic bomb, and that ended the war, so
then I remember we had a C-46, a troop transport plane they put us on there. And then
they flew us into China, and then there were thousands of Japanese, I don’t know if you
have the picture of thousands of Japanese? We said, “I hope they know the war is
ended!” So, the lieutenant says, “What are we supposed to do with them now?” Then
there was Major Blair. He said, “Put them into the race track,” We had to wind up, get all
the Japanese, and put them in the race track. It’s a prison camp.

Where was that, do you recall?
That was in around Shanghai, China,
Wow! That was a long flight from Burma to Shanghai!

Yes, then we flew to-- We got in a C-46. I remember there was, they said Jimmy Stewart
was there, the Flying Tigers.

Oh. Yes.

When we were at the air base, I says, “Jimmy Stewart, [ knew Jimmy Stewart!” But I
never saw him there, but he was a pilot there.

Yes.

The Flying Tigers. 1said, “Oh, gee, I’d like to meet him!”

Did you?

No, I didn’t, no. But he was on that base, but I never.

But they put us on this cargo plane, a C-46, and we flew over the hump to Shanghai,
China. Then we had to take all the weapons away from the Japanese, and, like the
lieutenant said, put them in the race track. “Oh!,” I says. Boy, I didn’t know what was
going on half the time! And everything moved so fast. But you just take orders from your
commanding officer.

Yes.

So then I have to tell the guys in my squad what to do, take the guns away from them.

Yes. Why do you think they made you a sergeant, because you had leadership ability and-
?

15



Well--
Experience or--?

Well, I survived most of the-- my sergeant was dead, got killed, the corporal got killed,
all the guys in my outfit, and then I had new replacements.

Oh. Yes.

Because the guys in our outfit were killed, so then Captain Gavel says, “Sergeant, you’re
a sergeant now,” like a battle commission.

Yes.

“You’re taking over.”

Yes.

I says, “Okay, Captain Gavel, okay,” so I took over.
Were the Japanese good fighters?

They were good fighters, very good. I remember some of them way up there in a tree,
snipers shooting down at you.

Then we were starving. We ate the Japanese food. We were so hungry. They had food, so
we ate their food because, our air drop, they missed the air drop. They didn’t know where
we were, because half the time I didn’t know where I was! But, thank God, these officers
like the Major, boy, he was good! You know, he knew the terrain. He knew exactly what

command to give everybody.

Yes.

So it was continuously fighting.

So your parents didn’t know how things were going, did they?

No, I couldn’t write.

No.

They didn’t know if I was alive or dead. Then my oldest brother, Wally, he got married
while I was in combat, you know. And he told my mother that I'm dead, because I used
to write a postcard every day, and the letters stopped. You know, cards didn’t come for a

long time. So my brother says, “I'm getting married. Mary wants me to get married. I
know I promised Matt he would be the best man.” So, they all thought I was dead. They
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got letters from the War Department, your son is missing. We lost contact, from the War
Department. They didn’t know where I was either, you know. All the people, all these
soldiers died. And I’m not able to write a letter. How are you going to write it? There’s
no way. Who’s going to mail it out there in the jungles, you know.

In the jungles, they had the man-eating tigers. We had to kill one of them because they
had, and the Kachins--they were the natives of Burma. These lions would go into the
village and kill their--

Man-eating tigers, yes.

Yes. Their livestock.

Yes.

And then, oh, I remember, it was Pace. He saw this big tiger, and he took his M1, and
boom, boom! So, I saw this big tiger, too, and I started shooting at it. I got scared! And
we killed it. It was a big tiger, oh, my God!

And then we went to this village there. I think they were called Kachins and they had
food. We ate their food. But they were so happy that we killed this big tiger, so they were
very grateful. And then we got the food. But then I gave them in exchange a blanket, an
Army blanket, you know, for the food. And I said--oh, they had chicken there. I ate

chicken.

But we were fighting over there, and you meet these natives, but they were nice. They
didn’t care for the Japanese.

They didn’t like the Japanese?

No, they didn’t like the Japanese.

Because the Japanese were tough or something?

They were tough.

They were mean to them.

And we would help them. We gave to them, we would give them medical supplies to help
them out there, and Green said give them blankets then. And Captain Gavel said to give
them an M1 rifle to protect themselves.

From the tiger?

From the tigers. I couldn’t believe that there was a tiger that big!
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Yes.

Unbelievable. From this wall to that wall. Bigger than that with the tail. I says, “Pace!,”
says. He shot him. And then I saw him there, and then I started shooting at him. I was
scared, but we killed him.

Yes. Was that the only time you were scared while you were over there?

I was scared all the time.

You were scared all the time?

Every day I was scared.

Yes. When you are in that foxhole, and you’ve got that thin line, can you sleep?

No, you don’t sleep.

Or you sleep half--?

You know what? We had a two-man foxhole. One looked this way, and one looked that
way, and that’s the way we were. One would stay awake, while the other one would get
some rest. But you’re so scared you couldn’t sleep. and then you would catnap during the
day to get some sleep, because you’re scared at night. So what we did, we put the hand
grenades--

To make a line?

To make a line in case they come at night and tripped it. And then the hand grenade
would go off. Then you knew the Japs were there. And then you could see in the
morning. They infiltrate your line, and you knew you’d killed Japanese, because they
would crawl at night, and then we’d shoot when the grenade went off. And then we’d fire
in the dark, you know, shoot. Now and then, we’d find dead Japs, maybe five feet, ten

feet, away from our foxhole. And that’s the way we lived, day after day after day.

So you received your bronze star. Was that for a particular incident, a battle, the bronze
star?

Well I--the bronze star, I don’t know. I received the bronze star, somebody recommended
that I get the bronze star, but I was just doing my duty.

Yes.
I tried to do the best I could. The wounded, we had to carry out the wounded. We saw-- a

lot of them had their legs amputated right there on the spot. They were all-- the doctor
says, “We’ve got to amputate.” We had to take them with Green, the medic, we took
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them back to where the doctors were. There were guys in the outfit were screaming,
yelling, but we had to take the wounded back, see, and then the doctors and then Major
Blair would say, “You’ve got to get back to the front line, get back to the front line. We’ll
take over from here!” So, we left. Green, the medic later died of wounds.

How did you transport them to the back, down in a truck, down the road, a bumpy road?
No, what we did, we put them in blankets or ponchos.

And you carried them?

And we carried them.

Wow!

The best we could.

And then how did they -- Did they have a hard time getting supplies to you when you're--
Then the supplies, half the time we didn’t get this-- We were running low on
ammunition, too, so we had to go back there and get the ammunition, because they didn’t
bring it up to the front lines. They were supposed to supply us.

Yes.

They didn’t bring it.

Did you mention about parachute drops?

Oh, yes, the parachute drops, and then, sometimes, they’d miss us, and they’d get into the
Japanese hands. They got our supplies. So we had to watch our ammunition because we
had the 45 calibers, and we had the 30 calibers for the M 1s. But we had to be careful. But
then we went, for our supplies, then we went to the rear echelon. We’d send some of the
guys, like Porter or Pace. We says, “Go see if we can get some ammunition.” You know,
we’re running low. So, they go back there, and, sure enough, they had the ammunition
there. And then they had to bring it up to the front lines.

Would that be like twenty miles or--

Well, let’s see, they would be behind the lines, maybe five miles or so.

Five miles?

Yes. About five miles, I would say, because we had to take all our wounded back there,
because we had the doctors there.
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Yes. So when you’re pushing the Japanese back, did you ever capture any Japanese
prisoners, or did they ever capture any American prisoners?

No. We buried our dead. They never had any prisoners, our prisoners. We buried the
dead, because we were winning, maybe we would go five miles or so, and we’d dig in.
We were pushing them back, pushing them back. It was a struggle.. This was going on
for months, months, months. There was no days off. You didn’t know if it was Sunday or
Monday. We lost track of the the time, because all you were doing was fighting, fighting,
fighting.

No rest and recreation back in Calcutta or someplace. No?

No, no way! You were there to stay. That’s what Captain Gavel said. “You’re going to be
here until the war is over. You’re going to be here until the war is over.” So, we says,
“Let’s get this war over!” We thought we could push them back, but we had a lot of
casualties, a lot of casualties. And when is it going to end? We don’t know. But then I
would, if they hadn’t dropped that atomic bomb, I don’t think I’d be here today, because
my luck would have run out, because, you know, how long can you survive all those
months.

You're bucking the odds all the time.

Yes.. And then my feet were bleeding from walking, because they’re wet, and then I
didn’t dare take my shoes off, my clothes off, because you never know when you’re
going to have to be on the move again. So, I never changed my shoes, my clothes. And
then you didn’t even want to bathe, nothing. Even if there was a stream there. Well, we’d
throw a hand grenade in the stream and catch fish to eat the fish.

Blow the fish out of the water, yes.

Out of the water. That’s the way we ate them, raw. And that’s why I was down to 95
pounds.

Then when the war ended, we went to Shanghai. And then they brought all our wounded,
and the cargo to the hospital in Shanghai. The guys from my outfit, I was over there, and
then they worked on my eye, and they took a piece of medal out over here. And the
doctor then, we had doctors over there, and I’'m going around with the bedpans helping
the guys who couldn’t get out of bed, and helping them, this was after the war. Then I
remember Albert Wedemeyer was there, and he looked at me. He says, “Soldier, I've
been watching you. You’re going around here doing this and that.” I says, “Yes.” He
said, “The men from my outfit,” and he says, he went like this, “you’re pretty skinny.”
He says, “I want you to be my bodyguard, my chauffeur.” I says, “Okay,” so I rode a jeep
around Shanghai there. Meanwhile, we’re getting-- the Red Cross ship came in to
Shanghai, and then they’re replacing me, because I was like a nurse in the hospital.
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So was Wedemeyer a colonel or a general?

A general. Albert Wedemeyer. [ didn’t know, when it came to rank, I didn’t-- like
Stilwell, he was just like a GI. He didn’t want to be-- we knew he was a general, though.

Yes.

Everybody was down to earth. So, I was chauffeuring General Wedemeyer. Then we had
to go up to Manchuria to get the prisoners, the pilots, out.. You’re always busy doing
something. So we showed the American pilots, we got them out of prison, and then they
brought in these ambulances, Red Cross ambulances, to take all these guys, these
prisoners, the American prisoners. There’s pilots, they were skin and bones, and 1
remember, saying, “Oh, my God, how could they mistreat them.” You know what I
mean. They really treated them-- they executed a lot of the pilots, they took those
Japanese swords.

They beheaded them.

And beheaded them, and they told these prisoners they were going to all die, because we
are going to rule the world. The Japanese, they told the American prisoners, the pilots,
these were mostly all pilots there, and I couldn’t believe that they would mistreat them.
We took Japanese prisoners, but we never mistreated them. We fed them. They needed
medical attention. They got it, but they didn’t treat our prisoners good at all. So, then, all
this time. I mean, there were so many things I’d been doing all the time.

Yes.

I don’t know where the time went, but then--

So you had gone in in April of ’44, and you come out in May of '46, so even though the
war ended in, I think, August of "45--

Yes, but there’s--

You’re still doing all this cleanup or whatever in China, yes.

A lot of things. There’s a lot of work to be done. It’s--there’s the sick, the wounded, so
many things, and then we had make sure everything was taken care of, all our war dead.
We had to go back and dig them up, the ones that died, that got killed, we had to make
sure of the grave registration, because I says where the bodies are, we buried them, so we
had to go back.

You went back to Burma?

To Burma, and they had a detail. I told them where these bodies were; we dug them up.
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Did you say that Captain Gavel was killed?

Captain Gavel was killed.

In Burma?

In Burma. Yes. I remember him getting killed, and I remember all the dead bodies. They
all blew up. Oh, the smell, you know, for days, because we couldn’t get at them, we were
pinned down. And then, somehow, Stilwell got replacements for us. We needed them.
You know, we were outnumbered, so we got new blood coming in, replacements, and

then when we got enough manpower, then we pushed forward.

But not enough manpower to put in a new regiment and pull you guys out, you guys were
there?

No, no, we had--

Because it sounds like you had plenty of combat points.

Yes.

And time in a war zone, yes.

Because we were short of men.

And here I am, I had this patch on my eye. I had a piece of shrapnel in this finger, and I
went to a doctor, Doctor Damski. This finger blew up, and he says, “When did that
happen?” I says, “Oh maybe sixty years, so there’s a piece of metal still in here.”

From the war.

In this finger from the war.

Wow.

And I went to Resurrection Hospital, and then I went to another doctor, a surgeon, and
they says, everybody was saying, “How long ago was that in there?” I said, “Sixty-some
years, this piece of metal.”

Quite a souvenir.

Yes. And then nobody wanted to take it out.

Yes.

So they put a needle here, a needle here, and a needle here, and they drew all that pus out.
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That’s the middle finger on your left hand?

This right here, yes.

Yes. Not your trigger figure.

No, no.

No.

Right here.

Take all the shots on the left side, you can still work with that.

Yes. Because the National Service Officer, he looked my record up, he says, “Oh, yes,
they got you.”. And before I got discharged, they gave me glasses, because I had 20/80
this eye, 20/20 in this eye. When I went into the Service, I had 20/20 in both eyes.

So the 20/80 was probably the results of

The piece of the metal that was in there. The shrapnel. It hit right in the corner here.
The shrapnel comes from a shell, or a bomb, or a--

I don’t know. It could have been from a hand grenade. When you throw hand grenades,
when somebody throws, they don’t throw it far enough, a piece of that metal could hit
you. The metal here, when we were engaged with the Japanese, they were throwing
grenades at us.

Did their grenades look like American grenades?

No, they were altogether different.

Were they long like a German?

Long like a banana or something.

Yes.

Yes.

So then this-- all this stuff flying all over, and then I got it here in the finger, but this was
minor. I would call that minor.
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Yes. Yes.

But when the guys get their legs blown that’s bad, when they amputate an arm or a leg.
That is the sad part.

Yes.

But the food got a little better when you got to Shanghai or--

Oh, when I got to Shanghai, I ate with General Wedemeyer. I ate with Chaing Kai-shek.
Wow! There’s a new book out on Chaing Kai-shek.

Yes. I ate with him, talked with him, talked to his wife.

Wow. Madame Chiang Kai-shek, she was quite a person, too.

Yes. Yes. And he even gave me a medal. I don’t know what happened to that medal. 1
says, I told my sister, I says, “I came home with a medal from there that Chiang Kai-shek
gave me.” You know, because Chinese combat command. So-- but he was nice, Chiang
Kai-shek was nice. Then Wedemeyer, he says to Chiang Kai-shek, “We’ve got a
problem,” he says, “the Communists--*

are taking over!” So, we had to take Chiang Kai-shek, his wife, and all his people, got
them on one of our troop ships, and then we went to Formosa. I think they call it Taiwan.
Right. Yes.

Yes. So we went there.

So you were in on that! Wow.

Yes. So, we went to Formosa, took Chiang Kai-shek and everybody. Then we came back
to Shanghai. We escorted them there. And then General Wedemeyer says, “Well, it’s
time for you to go home.” I remember him saying that. So he says, “You’re going home!
Our work is done.” So, I got on the ship with the rest of the fellows. And they sent us
home.

So you sailed from Shanghai?

Shanghai.

To San Diego or San Francisco?

We went back to California
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The Golden Gate Bridge. And we saw that, Alcatraz, and then they put-- then they
stripped us, gave us a good physical, the doctors, they checked us over, made reports, did
this, burned all our clothes, and then they kept us in isolation for I don’t know how long.
They fed us good. Then they gave us-- then we showered, cleaned, put on clean, all new
clothes before they released us. Then they sent me, oh, not back to Fort Sheridan. I got
discharged, I think it was Fort -- oh, you know what, I can’t think of this place in Illinois.
Randall, or Rockford, or--

Oh, yes, yes, yes. See, my memory--.

Grant?

It was like Fort Sheridan.

Yes.

So they kept us there, then we got our discharge, then they gave us cash, so much money,
and when I got back from there, we got discharged. And we’re on our own. We took the
train back to Chicago, and then I came home. And I surprised my parents, and then my
mother checked my arms, my face, she thought I was missing a leg or an arm.

I said, “No, no, no, no. I'm okay. I'm okay.”

So had you been--were you able to send them a postcard from Shanghai or anything?

I did then. Yes. Mmm-hmm. Then I did,. I wrote the letters and cards, and I says, “I don’t
know when I'm coming home, though.” T didn’t know. Nobody knew. But let’s see. I'm

thinking, thinking, thinking, This is going back quite a few years.

Yes. Were there chaplains on the front? Did you have any chaplains or religious support,
in a sense, while you were battling in Burma?

No. No chaplains.

You were way out there, yes.

No, no. Nothing. I didn’t even know if it was Saturday or Sunday.
Yes.

For me, every day was a day a combat day.

Yes.

Yes. So--
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Did you--Was it hard to adjust to civilian life, when you made it home, for a while?

It was. It was. I belonged to-- I joined the VEW with other guys. Walter Stovick, he was a
captain in Germany there. He fought in Normandy, Germany. And he was in the post
office before he went into the war, and he talked to me at one of the meetings, and he
says, “What are you going to do?” I says, “I don’t know what I want to do,” I says, “I’'m
lost,” I says. I had training at Lane Tech. I was working at sixteen. I got a social security
card. I worked in the machine shop making the floor equipment.. I ran a lathe and a
milling machine and things like that. We were doing work for the Navy. We’re doing
this, Mr. Schwartz says it’s all military that we were working for, so, from sixteen to
eighteen, [ worked two years in the machine shop. So I says, “I don’t know if I can go
back to the machine shop.”. And so he says, “Why don’t you try the post office?” So, I
went in the post office, and I says, “Boy, all these letters!,” And then there’s eighty
carriers at Lakeview, and then John Norman, the superintendent, says, he says, “Here’s a
scheme sheet. There’s eighty carriers.” And then I had to memorize it. I pick up a letter,
and I’d look at the scheme sheet. Oh, it goes to Carrier Number 7. And then I look at the
scheme sheet. I pick up another letter. [ had to memorize all this, but that was good for
me.

Yes.
It took my mind off the past.
Yes.

I had something to learn. I'm learning the scheme, the Lakeview scheme. That’s from
Diversey to Montrose, Lake Shore to Damen, all in that area. I said, “This is different,”. It
is good for me! I’'m thinking about the letters. It took my mind off the war. So I'm sorting
this mail out, learning this scheme. Then 1 go out. I'm carrying the mail. Then he says,
“We got mail, collections, for collections.” Then I’m on collections, parcel post. I had an
Army truck. He says, “Oh, wait. You can’t drive an Army truck. You’ve got to have a
license.” I says, “I got a license from the Army. They gave me a license.” And then they-
-s0, he says, “Good. Take the truck out. Deliver parcel post on Lake Shore Drive.”

You're doing everything!

Yes. I'm doing everything. I was a clerk carrier. Oh, I loved it! I says, “I worked the
window. I sell stamps. [ weigh packages.” I said, “Oh, this is nice!” I loved it. It took
my mind off the war. And I could work eight hours, nine hours, ten hours. Our-- the
shifts were always short. They needed help. They needed help. So I got paid, I says,
“Boy, they pay you!” When I’m in the Army, I didn’t get paid for all the extra work. I
says, “This is nice!” I'm making money, And I says, “This is very good.”

And then, like in the Army, you got fifty dollars a month, but when I was overseas they
didn’t pay me. There’s nobody to pay you. So, I got, in the Army, they gave me a lump
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sum. They figured, oh, the financial officer was trying to figure out what my pay was,
because he says, “You’re going to get paid overseas pay. You’re going to get combat
infantry pay. You’re going to get sergeant’s pay.” This guy was figuring this all out. And
then I says, “Well, whatever it is,” “How many days were you there?” this and that, so we
figured it out. I got close to three thousand dollars.

And that was money!

Yes. That’s three thousand dollars, a lump sum. So I put that in the bank, the three
thousand dollars, I says, “Oh, this is nice; [’ll be able to buy clothes and jackets,” and
then I says, “Well, the income tax.” He says, “No, you don’t pay income tax on this.
Truman gave an order. You’re exempt from income tax.” I says, “Oh, because when 1
was working at sixteen, I paid income tax.”

Yes. Yes.

You know, social security and all that.

He says, “No, this is all yours.” So, they gave me a check, a lump sum. Then I get in the
post office, and I'm making money there. I says, “Oh, my God! I'm really well off here.”

Yes.

You know, I’'m doing good! And then they gave me a uniform allowance. They paid for
my uniform, too. I says, “Well, I got a free uniform in the Army, a free uniform in the
post office.”

So how many years did you work for the post office?

Forty-three years.

Forty-three years.

Mmm-hmm.

All in Lakeview?

All in Lakeview.

Boy, you must know Lakeview pretty well!

I knew everybody, everybody in there. I delivered every block in Lakeview. When 1
retired, they gave me the biggest party, the people where I delivered the mail, a big
beautiful party. The post office gave me a big party.. I says, “Oh, my!” I didn’t want to

retire, but my wife was sick, very sick. She needed care. She said, “Matt, this is it. I
know you love your job. But I need you at home.”
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Yes.

You know, she had diabetes bad. She had two open-heart surgeries, the aortic valve and
the mitral valve. So she was very, very sick.

Had you met your wife after the war?

I knew her before the war. We were-- we went to school together.
To grammar school together?

To grammar school.

Which grammar school was that?

Chase School.

Chase School.

Yes, but she was in Tuley High School. I went to Lane Tech.
Because Lane Tech was all boys at that time, yes.

Yes, all boys, but we were neighbors.

Was she Polish, a Polish background?

Oh, sure.

Yes.

So, I knew her all my life and then--

So, she saw you in a uniform then.

Oh, yes.

Oh, yes?

Yes.

She must have been worried about you, too, while you were away.

Oh, yes, yes. And then I didn’t want to get married right away because-- “you want to at
least get settled down.”
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Yes.

You know, and I wasn’t ready for marriage, but then later in life, well, she waited for me.
We went out all the time, but I didn’t want to get really married. I says, you know, “Let
me settle down here.”

Yes.

You know, because when you get married, you’ve got to pay, you’ve got to get--

your own place. And then you’ve got a wife to support, and everything, and then, too,
even when we moved out to Niles, there’s a mortgage and everything.

Yes, so when did you get married, if [ may ask?

I was thirty-one years old when I got married.

That was

1961.

Yes. And then, did you move to Niles then?

Then we moved to Niles. Her girlfriend lived out here, and she says, “Gee, there’s a nice
house for sale.” So, we came out and looked at it. She loved it. We gave a handshake.
We’re going to buy it just with a handshake. And, so, then I had a little money saved,
because I didn’t want to get married and not have money.

Sure.

You know, because it just doesn’t work.

So I went and got a mortgage. And Mr. Gerski gave me the mortgage on the house, and
the house was $22,000, if I can recall, $22, 000 for the house. Jeannie says. “I love it! I
love it!” So, I says, “Okay, we’re going to buy it.” So, I had a little money saved for a
down payment, and the rest was the mortgage.

That took you longer to get to work then?

Yes, ten miles.

But I worked a lot of overtime in the post office. Overtime, overtime! We doubled the

payments, so that, hey, everything’s beautiful now. Now, the whole world is opening up!
I'm really living. “Oh, God,” I says, “This is the life!”
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Yes.

Nice wife, good job.

Well, I'll say you had it coming. You earned it. You earned it.

I says, “I can’t believe it,” says, “You walk in the streets. Nobody’s shooting at you. You
stop in a restaurant. You have your coffee. You want a sandwich, you have a sandwich.”
I said, “This is living.”

Yes.

I really enjoyed it. After the war, I was lucky, but a lot of my friends lost, like Wes
Strom, he lost both legs. And we were helping him out to get around, to pick him up, take
him here. Another friend of ours, they were carpenters, and they made a ramp going into
his house. General Motors gave him an Oldsmobile with a steering wheel with the brakes
and the gas up by the steering wheel. So he became independent. He says, “I don’t need
you guys to chauffeur me around. I got a car!” I says, “Okay, Wes.” And then he would
brag. He says, “See these brand new shoes.”.

That’s funny!

He’s got two artificial legs.

He’s got real shoes, yes.

So we had these meetings, you know. We would get together.

The VFW or the--?

That was-- We called ourselves Chicago Veterans of Overseas.

Wes was the commanding officer and the Nasnaks were the secretaries. We hit the
neighborhood group.

Did Wes hurt-- lose his limbs in Europe or Asia?
He lost his, he was in the CBI too.

Oh, yes. But not in your unit?

Not in my unit.

Yes. Yes.
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And he lost his legs over there and, well, we had a lot of guys in our outfit that lost their
limbs.

And then I belonged to the American Legion Franklin Delano Roosevelt Post. I belonged
to all these different posts here, there, And then my wife would say, “I don’t mind you
going out,” she says, “but be careful with drinking,”

Yes.

“You drink,” she said, “I don’t want you drinking.” B<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>