
O L I V E R  F E R G U S O N

My World War

Virtually every story in this brief account by my father, Oliver Ferguson, of his 
time as a soldier in the United States Infantry in the last year of the Second 
World War is intimately familiar to me from my childhood. My brother and I 

asked him, over and over again, to tell us about the war, and he obliged, with much the 
same modesty, the wry self-awareness that he exhibits here in these pages (a sensibility 
that, for me, made the threatening moments feel more genuinely threatening). I wove 
these different episodes deeply into my young imaginative life—into the games I 
played with friends after school, the books I read, the comics I adored, the models I 
built, the toy soldiers I assembled and deployed in our yard, the stories I told myself as 
I was growing up in the 1960s. 

There was, of course, another war in accelerating and terrible progress during that 
decade, which was closer to me and to my friends in many ways. By the late 1960s 
and early 1970s, I was a student at a Quaker school in North Carolina, where my 
biology teacher went to jail for two years as a conscientious objector (he’d declared 
the population of the earth—3.5 billion people—as dependents on his Federal Income 
Tax form), where students were bussed to the courthouses in downtown Durham and 
Chapel Hill to demonstrate against the war, where one of my friend’s older brothers 
was fasting in order to get a medical deferment from the N.C. draft board, where the 
whole Upper School watched a showing of “The Battle of Algiers” one afternoon and 
had frequent gatherings with visitors variously involved in anti-war movements, and 
where students were doing service work with families of Vietnamese refugees. I recall 
getting my olive drab, army surplus coat at a shop in Chapel Hill—Uniform of the 
Day for aspiring members of the counterculture—and picking up a handful of bold 
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shoulder sleeve insignia from a bin beside the coats. But I also remember the wholly 
un-countercultural care with which I asked my father what the patches meant, which 
would be historically accurate for his war, and precisely where they belonged on my 
jacket. I watched my mother as she sewed them on, as anxious about their placement 
as though I were going to be mustered for inspection at 0600 hours the following 
morning. My equivocal and ideologically incoherent wearing of that piece of cast-off 
military clothing serves as a fitting emblem for how I slipped among wars—a protected, 
privileged child looking over my shoulder at my father’s war at least as often as I looked 
around at the one more vividly in front of me. The war on these pages, told to me story-
by-story in my father’s voice, was intimately my own, essentially untouched by what my 
friends and I heard and saw and thought about the horrors of the war in Vietnam and 
even war more generally. It was also, I need scarcely say, far removed from the realities 
of the Second World War and even of my father’s actual, particular war itself. 

As I realized even then—and with more acuity as I came to know other children 
of less fortunate veterans and children whose families had been decimated in 
concentration camps—I was privileged to have had a war doled out to me in narrative 
form by someone who had come through uninjured and psychologically whole, a 

“war” which thereby became available to me as an imaginative resource rather than as 
something misshapen or lethal. At any single point in time, in virtually every year of 
history-in-progress, we live in and with different wars in different registers, some of 
them more real, closer, often less narratable than others. 

As I reread these pages now, I am grateful for my father’s fortune and his capacities 
as a storyteller and for my mother’s campaign to get him to write these pieces down. 
The conversation with his fellow veteran, George Williams, with which he opens this 
narrative, is the proximate cause of this slim memoir, but the occasion for its writing 
was helped along by some years of his family’s promptings. As his opening paragraph 
explains, his conviction that his wartime experiences were scarcely worthy of recording, 
when considered in the balance of all that happened and all that was done in the war, 
made this short document long in the making

— John Whittier-Ferguson
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Addendum

After I had written the foregoing account, I recalled a 
few other incidents of my stint in the military, along with 
one or two episodes originally omitted or unelaborated. When 
some of my family learned of these, they urged me to add this 
supplement. Also, from the outset Joanne has disagreed with 
my decision to limit the memoir to my time in combat. Here, 
then, are some additions to my reminiscences.

Following basic training in a Signal Corps unit at Camp 
Crowder, Missouri in the spring of 1943, I was sent to Lincoln, 
Nebraska, as a candidate for admission to the Army Specialized 
Training Program. ASTP was designed partly to keep American 
colleges and universities afloat during this period of almost 
no male enrollment, partly to produce a group of soldiers 
whose proficiency in foreign languages or engineering would 
be militarily useful. I had volunteered for military service 
during my sophomore year at Vanderbilt; because of my college 
experiences I was a logical candidate for the program. At 
Lincoln, I took a series of tests on verbal aptitude. I 
remember one of them: I was given the rudiments of a made-up 
“language” (something like Esperanto)—vocabulary, basic rules 
of grammar and syntax—and after studying for a half hour or 
so, I had to translate and compose simple statements. It was 
fun, and apparently I did well, for soon thereafter I found 
myself at Washington University in St. Louis. The almost 
nine months spent on that attractive campus were idyllic. 
Our group was instructed in European history, geography, 
and Italian or, in my case, German. All my instructors were 
German born. By the end of my time there, I had a working 
command of conversational German and an excellent accent. 
(To get ahead of my narrative, I was inordinately proud when 
an Alsatian girl introduced me to her mother and added, “Er 
spricht prima Deutsch.”)
One decidedly non-military event during this interlude 

was the musical our company produced. “Don’t Tell Omaha” 
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was a variety show, with skits, solos and group songs, and 
instrumental performances. (Omaha was headquarters for the 
ASTP units in the Midwest; hence the title). A couple of the 
organizers of the show had been professional musicians in 
civilian life. The chief one, Walter Stein, was a pianist 
and had arranged for Larry Clinton’s orchestra. I was in 
several of the singing groups. My star bit was as a member of 
a barbershop quartet. The show ran for two nights, and much 
of St. Louis society was in attendance. I still have photos 
and a picture from the St. Louis Post Dispatch of my fellow 
barbershoppers and me, all in long underwear.
Even during wartime there were frequent musical events in 

St. Louis. I went often to the Saturday night performances 
of the St. Louis Symphony. One Sunday I spent the afternoon 
in the cocktail lounge of the Chase Hotel, listening to the 
two-piano jazz team of Meade “Lux” Lewis and Albert Ammons. 
It was near the end of the month, and I was almost completely 
broke, as were all the friends who might have lent me money. 
It cost nothing to go to the lounge, but one had to drink, of 
course. I ordered a whiskey collins, the tallest drink I was 
familiar with. It cost one dollar, which was considerable in 
1943. (To give an idea of how considerable, though Congress 
had by this time raised military pay levels, my first monthly 
pay in the army had been $21.) I spent the next two hours 
self-consciously nursing my collins, while Lewis and Ammons 
played great boogie-woogie. In ordinary times, I’m sure I 
would have been politely ejected after a reasonable stay. But 
it was 1943, and I was in uniform. (That was the first time I 
was a patron of the Chase; the second was six years later, 
when I stayed there on my honeymoon.)
The musical high point of my time in St. Louis—indeed, of my 

life—was Duke Ellington’s concert dance held in the municipal 
auditorium in December of 1943. I arrived early, and there was 
already a sizable crowd. (Later I read in Downbeat that it 
was the most heavily attended jazz event of 1943. Unreported 
was my impression that I was the only white person present.) 
I worked my way forward until I was standing close to the 
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bandstand. It was empty, but music stands were in place, 
as were a grand piano, a bass, and a set of traps. After a 
while, it was announced that because the train carrying the 
band had arrived late, there would be a further delay before 
things got underway. I had been standing for at least an 
hour when Junior Raglin sauntered on stage and began tuning, 
then strumming, his bass. He was soon joined by Sonny Greer, 
who quietly underlined Raglin’s tempo with snare and bass 
drums. One after another of the band appeared and added their 
various instrumental voices to what Raglin and Greer had 
started—no recognizable song; rather, by now an increasingly 
complex series of notes and chords in the same tempo and key. 
Everyone was waiting for the climactic entrance: Ellington 
appeared, casually acknowledged the shouts and applause, sat 
at the piano, and began to noodle about on the keyboard. That 
is, he seemed to be noodling. In fact he almost imperceptibly 
led the orchestra into a full-voiced rendition of “Take the 
A Train.”
For some time before this and well into the first half of 

the program, I had been bothered by a very drunk man standing 
just in front of me and frequently stepping backward on my 
feet. Not that he was unfriendly. On the contrary: though he 
reeked and was on my feet a great deal, he was amiable in the 
extreme. He seemed especially pleased with me because I was 
a soldier. He confided that he had been discharged from the 
army the day before (alcoholism, I wondered?) and had come to 
St. Louis to meet his brother, who, he said confidently, played 
in the band. I was skeptical but to respond politely asked 
who his brother was. “Lawrence Brown,” was the matter-of-fact 
answer. Lawrence Brown had been with the band since 1932, 
was the lead trombonist and a player of flawless technique 
and stunning beauty. I warmed to my new-found friend, and 
we talked between numbers until the intermission. “Come on 
with me to the stage,” he invited. I did so and was forthwith 
introduced to Lawrence himself. He was affable, but after a 
few words I could see that he wanted to talk with his brother. 
I left the two of them and had a friendly chat with Raglin, a 
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comparatively recent addition to the band and hence unknown 
to me. Then I wandered about the stage, introducing myself 
to musicians who had been my idols since high school days—
notably Sonny Greer, Ben Webster, Johnny Hodges (polite, but 
cool and distant), Rex Stewart. I was talking with Stewart, 
Ellington’s great trumpet player, when he drew a silver flask 
from his hip pocket and offered it to me. I took it, thinking 
with pride and pleasure as I did so, “I’m drinking from Rex 
Stewart’s flask!”
Stewart then turned to me and asked (this is verbatim), 

“Would you like to meet the Duke?” He led me backstage and 
knocked on the door of a dressing room. At the invitation to 
enter, we went in. Ellington was in shirt sleeves, standing 
and eating a sandwich. He looked extremely weary, the circles 
under his eyes deeper than I had seen in any photograph. 
Stewart introduced me. I wasn’t speechless, but I might as 
well have been. I said something utterly inane to the effect 
that I was enjoying the concert. Ellington replied quietly 
that he was glad and added that I could stay on stage for the 
rest of the show if I wanted. If I wanted! For the next few 
hours I stood or sat with one section after another—reeds, 
brass, rhythm, everywhere except on the piano bench with 
Ellington! I don’t remember anything beyond that. I must have 
said thank-you and goodbye. Except for Rex Stewart’s bourbon, 
I hadn’t had anything to drink; I was intoxicated with music.

The logical result of ASTP would have been for the well-
trained soldiers in engineering, German, or Italian to be 
assigned to units that could utilize their special capacities. 
However, the situation in the European war in the winter 
and spring of 1944 presented a more compelling logic. Not 
too long after the triumph of “Don’t Tell Omaha,” I found 
myself assigned to a rifle company on maneuvers in Louisiana. 
The transition from a converted barracks on the campus of 
Washington University to the wilds of Louisiana was more 
shocking than that from civilian to army life. I remember a 
few details, all unpleasant: coming directly from a railway 
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siding to a truck and then to the woods, where with the 
complete stranger who was to be my tent-mate I tried to pitch 
a two-man tent in a cold, steady rain; standing at dawn in 
a foxhole during a hail storm, ankle-deep in hailstones, as 
the enemy Blue Forces attacked, shouting like lunatics and 
firing blank ammunition; the routine each morning of removing 
engorged ticks from the most intimate parts of my body. 
Finally, the ordeal was over (Was it two weeks? It seems 
more), and there was universal relief when we were shipped to 
Camp Phillips, Kansas, for advanced infantry training.
Here we were in barracks. Instead of occasional sponge baths 

from helmets full of tepid water, we had daily showers. Slit 
trenches were replaced by toilets. We ate off plates in a mess 
hall. And when we didn’t go to nearby towns on weekend passes, 
there were recreation rooms and nightly movies on the post.
Soon after our arrival we were issued M-1 rifles. In basic 

training I had had an Enfield, the WWI British counterpart of 
the American Springfield. It was a clumsy, bolt-action piece 
with a clip that held five rounds. During rapid-fire drill with 
it, I jammed the clip so hastily into the breech that the 
shells were forced from the clip and lay scattered on the 
ground at my side. The extremely decent second lieutenant (a 
recent Princeton graduate and an even more recent officer) 
who was supervising the exercise quickly knelt down and fed 
the five rounds to me as I loaded them one at a time directly 
into the breech. Thanks to him, I qualified with the second 
of three rankings--Sharpshooter, Expert, and Marksman. The 
M-1 had a clip that held, as I remember, seven rounds; and 
it was gas operated, which meant that with each pull of the 
trigger, the recoil ejected the spent shell and moved a new 
one into the chamber. No doubt present-day infantrymen, with 
their M-15s or whatever, would be amused at this antiquated 
weapon, but to us it was a marvel.
The training at Camp Phillips was arduous, but much of it was 

interesting. An obvious difference between basic and advanced 
training was that almost all of the activities I now engaged 
in had a purpose directly related to combat: bayonet practice 
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on life-size dummies; gas drill, which required donning the 
masks as a thick cloud of something offensive (tear gas?) 
was released; crawling at night some fifty yards over broken 
ground under live machine gun fire, the military myth fresh in 
my mind of the unfortunate who encountered a rattlesnake and 
leaped up into the stream of tracer bullets). As unpleasant 
as this exercise was, I was even more uncomfortable with 
the hand grenade drill. Incredible as it may seem, I can’t 
remember that we practiced first with dummy grenades. I do 
remember standing in a foxhole, nervously pulling the pin on 
a live grenade (how much time had the sergeant said we had 
after throwing it, eight seconds?), hurling it awkwardly, and 
ducking. The explosion was tremendous, and I was showered with 
dirt. Though my range clearly needed improving, I was glad I 
wasn’t given another chance. I enjoyed the exercise for urban 
combat (after all, it hadn’t been too many years since I had 
played such games as a boy). I was issued live ammunition for 
my M-1 and sent on a walk through a mock village. From various 
windows, doors, and roofs, cardboard figures suddenly emerged 
(like the ones in a child’s pop-up book), and I shot at them. 
My accuracy was graded by the number of figures with bullet 
holes in them. A sergeant, walking warily behind me, measured 
my reaction time. One of the last of our exercises was the 
twenty-five mile all-night hike. Quite a few of the company 
dropped out, from either fatigue or crippling blisters. I 
finished but wondered how, in a combat situation, I could 
possibly do battle in my exhausted condition.

American servicemen in the Second World War haed enlisted 
or been drafted “for the duration plus ninety,” a period 
impossible to quantify. I simply could not foresee a time 
when I would not be in the army. The Allied forces’ victory in 
North Africa occurred in May of 1943, while I was completing 
basic training. Each evening after mess, the daily news was 
broadcast from outdoor loudspeakers. My initial excited 
reaction to the report gave way to a feeling of desolation as 
I heard Churchill’s voice intoning, “This is not the beginning 
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of the end; it is the end of the beginning,” an assessment 
that reinforced my conviction that I would be in the army 
forever.
Once overseas, this state of mind was replaced by the daily 

question of survival—not when I might be discharged, but 
whether I would live. I was not, of course, in a constant 
state of fear. My concern for survival was more an habitual 
awareness than an active emotional state. As I recall my 
various feelings during those months overseas, I remember 
instances of considerable discomfort, of anxiety, and—
especially as we were racing across Germany and into Austria, 
the war clearly winding down—of heady excitement. Part of the 
time I was thoroughly bored. There were also times of real 
fear. I have reread my account of the prolonged shelling by 
the German tank that pinned our company down on April 20, and 
I find that it doesn’t adequately describe my terror—and the 
terror I felt in everyone around me as we huddled in that barn 
for even approximately how long I have no idea. That was the 
main reason this incident was so different from other times 
of danger. Those were relatively short-lived, over almost 
before there was time to react. This threat was not only very 
serious; it was also sustained. Adding to my fear was the 
knowledge that I was absolutely helpless. All I could do in 
that interval between ear-shattering explosions—as I sat with 
my back pressed tightly against the stone wall of the barn, 
my knees draw up to my chest—was wait and hope that the next 
shell would not be a direct hit.
I began this account of my wartime experiences by noting 

how lucky I was not to have been on that patrol on which all 
my former squad members were killed. This time I was lucky 
that nothing happened, that none of the many shells fired by 
that tank hit the barn in which we had taken shelter. My luck 
held, too, another time when nothing happened. This was the 
occasion I’ve previously described when my friend Andy Clark 
and I searched a house for German soldiers. We had finished 
going through the rooms on the second floor, when we were 
dismayed to discover a pull-down ladder leading to the attic. 
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I hated the idea of searching that attic. The look on Clark’s 
face told me that he shared my reluctance but, like me, knew 
that we couldn’t leave the attic unexplored. What I did next 
was not the result of ratiocination; certainly it wasn’t a 
deliberate act of courage. It was simply the only practical 
way to proceed. I realized that a man climbing through that 
trapdoor encumbered with an unwieldy rifle would be virtually 
helpless for the first few seconds he was exposed. In addition 
to my M-1 I had a French revolver I had acquired somewhere. 
(There was an active trading in “liberated” pistols among us. 
In addition to the revolver, at various times I had a German 
P-38, an Italian Beretta, a Belgian automatic of forgotten 
make, a US Army .45, and the Luger mentioned in the preceding 
part of these memoirs.) I said to Clark, “I’ve got a pistol. 
I’ll go first.” I climbed the ladder, pushed open the trapdoor, 
and carefully raised my head and shoulders into a beautifully 
empty attic.
One more instance of my luck: during my time overseas the 

Luftwaffe was virtually nonexistent. We were strafed twice, 
both times by single planes; and I am only technically accurate 
in saying “we.” Although I heard the planes’ engines and guns, 
I didn’t feel that I was being shot at. In the first incident 
the fighter was close enough for Sgt. Joe Dunn to return the 
German’s fire with a fifty-caliber gun mounted on his jeep; the 
second was less threatening—a short burst of machine gun fire 
as the plane flew over our encampment at night. Another time 
I watched antiaircraft shellbursts following a fleeing enemy 
observation plane. Smoke issued from its tail as it sank out 
of sight behind a hill. At some point after we had crossed the 
Rhine, I understood why we were almost completely unaware of 
the once-feared German airforce. Our convoy passed an airfield 
on which were rows of fighter planes, idle and useless because 
there was no fuel.
Once during my time in the combat area, I was given a 

three-day pass to the French town of Nancy. Were it not for 
a photograph of me and two girls sitting on a park bench, I 
would remember absolutely nothing of this interlude—Who took 
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the picture, I wonder? After VE Day I had a twelve-hour pass 
to Paris. My introduction to the city was disappointing. There 
were throngs of soldiers everywhere; and in the brief time 
I had, I could only walk the crowded streets and drop into 
various cafes for a drink. In one of these I met Christiane, 
who was young, pretty, and friendly. Between her English and 
my French we had very little meaningful discourse, but it 
had been so long since I had been with an attractive girl 
that our imperfect communicating didn’t bother me. Shortly 
before I told her good-bye, I gave a sidewalk artist a few 
francs to draw a sketch of her. I still have it, with his 
unwarranted embellishment: “Souvenir de Paris. Un Souvenir de 
votre petite Christiane qui vous aime bien. 24.6.45.” Once in 
my pre-teen years, I was idly and innocently looking through 
a desk drawer in my father’s study when I came across a cigar 
box. Opening it I found what were obviously souvenirs from his 
time in France in the first World War, among them a champagne 
cork and a photograph of a very attractive brunette, signed 
“Marie.” I wish I had made this discovery after my war, so 
that I could have asked Father about his Marie and told him 
about my Christiane.

And now there really are no more memories. I’ll close with an 
inconsequential, though pleasing image. Somewhere in Austria 
toward the end of the war, I turned the corner of a narrow 
street and came face to face with an American tank manned by 
Free French forces. I waved to the soldier in the turret and 
said in my best high school French, “Bientôt la guerre fini!” 
He smiled and returned my wave.
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