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We girls weren’t out there fighting. But we were very conscience of the war effort. The whole country rallied behind the soldiers. 

Sid Phillips (one of the Marines featured in this book) is my younger brother by 14 months, and Eugene Sledge (who wrote With the Old Breed) was our good friend. Gene lived just down the street from us, and in many ways he was like another brother to me because Gene had no sisters of his own. Gene had rheumatic fever when he was 12 or 13, and that set him behind a year in school. His father, a doctor, kept him out. Sid would go around to Gene’s house, climb upstairs to his bedroom, and sit with his friend by the hour.

W.O. Brown became our friend in high school days. He was the soda jerk at the Albright Woods Drugstore, just around the corner from the house. Sid would go over there and sit at the counter and talk with W.O., and he’d fix Sid a milkshake and put in an extra scoop of ice cream. 


I went away to college the year that Sid was a senior and Gene a junior in high school. In our hometown of Mobile, Alabama, even before Pearl Harbor, we sensed the war was imminent. We were a busy port town, and we were already shipping tanks and trucks and big guns and all to Europe. But I don’t think that sense of immanence was felt as keenly in the inland towns. When I went away to university in Auburn, we didn’t sense this buildup at first, although I was of the age group of the boys who would eventually go and fight, and the boys would sit in front of their fraternity houses and talk about America going to war. Everyone figured it was inevitable. We just didn’t know when America would get involved. A lot of those same boys left college and joined the branch of the service they wanted to be in, rather than be drafted.


By the time the war broke out I was a sophomore in college, but just 18 years old. In those days the Mobile public schools had only eleven grades. (They have since added a twelfth). So Sid was 17 when he graduated from high school and already working at the US Engineers in December 1941. 

The day that changed everything 

Pearl Harbor changed our lives forever. I walked into the dormitory after Sunday dinner on December 7, 1941, heard all the crying, and said, “What happened, what’s wrong?” And they said, “Go turn on your radio.” My roommate and I ran down the hall and turned on our radio, and they were announcing the bombing of Pearl Harbor, over and over again. A lot of these girls in the dorm already had brothers or boyfriends in the service. I had two uncles in the service, but I never imagined Sid joining. He was my little brother, and only 17. 

I remember we stood there listening to President Roosevelt declare war and the first thought that crossed my mind was, you know, there will never be another football game. And there will never be another pep rally. Everything that had been fun at Auburn, I just saw disappear before my eyes. That was my first thought. 

I didn’t find out about Sid’s enlistment until I came home at Christmas break and found out Sid had joined the Marines the day after Pearl Harbor. Then, of course, the war took on a whole new outlook. We had three members of the family engaged in the war from the very beginning. My uncle, Joe Tucker, was aboard the USS Yorktown. And my uncle, Charlie Tucker, was a fighter pilot aboard the USS Wasp. But if felt far different to have Sid enlist. My brother and I have always been very close. 


At Christmastime, Sid had not left yet. (I think he left on the first of January.) All his friends came over to the house during that season. Sid was the big shot then since he was going to war. Eugene and many of the other friends were still seniors in high school, and unable to leave until they graduated. 


We had a neighbor, an older spinster, very sweet, and every year at Christmas she bought bags of firecrackers and Roman Candles. Sid and his friends would shoot them off for her, because she was afraid to shoot them off herself. Well, that year on Christmas Eve, Sid and Gene and about five other boys had a big battle in front of the house. The boys all hid behind bushes and trees and fired the Roman Candles at each other. Daddy and Mother and John and I sat on the front porch and laughed as the boys chased each other around the bushes firing these fire crackers at each other. I doubt if we glimpsed the real horror it foreshadowed, but as the war progressed, we often referred to the event. By then the boys had all become engaged in real warfare and we knew it was no laughing matter. 


Immediately when America entered the war there was a sense of triumph and determination throughout the country. From the very beginning, we had no doubt we would win. But we had no idea how poorly prepared we were. Truly, we were a third-rate nation in terms of armament. All that huge buildup needed to be accomplished as the war progressed. As a nation, we were really caught unaware. 


Our minds, at the beginning, were much more focused on the war in the Pacific than on Europe. We were not mad at the Germans. We had no reason to be. The war in Europe was considered somebody else’s war. It had only been a little over twenty years since the end of World War I, and the thought was that, “oh my, the Germans and the French and the British are fighting again. Those old rascals.” 


But we were absolutely furious of the Japanese. Pearl Harbor made things personal. Those were American sailors they had killed. Those were American battleships they had attacked. And the idea that anybody would attack us without provocation absolutely infuriated us.


We were also scared to death that the Japanese were going to invade our West Coast. I have learned since that the Japanese could well have landed. With our lack of preparedness, they could have got all the way to the Rockies before anyone would have stopped them. 


What we didn’t realize at first was that we were fighting a different sort of enemy, one we had never encountered before. We did not understand the mindset of the Japanese culture, or the way they thought about war, or their total allegiance to their emperor, whom they considered divine. Any country’s worldview originates from their founders and filters down through all the regulations and practices of a society. Their god was a physical god—a mere man who had set himself up to be divine. Our God is a spiritual God—one who created the heavens and earth. Their god was based on power, domination, control, and ruthlessness. Our God is based on mercy, compassion, kindness, and love. 


Germany was different. Hitler may not have understood compassion, but the average German soldier did. 

After Sidney left home


Sidney left for war January 1, 1942. 

I went back to a college that would change drastically over the next six months. The family believed I would be safer in Auburn, away from the coast. So my going back to college was just the thing. 


Right away on campus, I noticed there were not as many boys. Auburn, in those days, had a campus of some 7,500 boys, and 1,000 girls. So it had been basically a male school. And someone would say, Oh, where’s Jimmy so and so. And it was, Oh, he’s joined the Air Force. 

By the end of 1942, the boys’ fraternity houses at Auburn were completely empty. They took all the girls out of the dormitories and put us in the fraternity houses. They had never allowed girls to be in houses before on the Auburn campus, not even for sororities. But they decided to use our dormitories for the different programs that sprang up. Auburn became an ASTP [Army Specialized Training Program] school, where young men were trained to be army officers. 

Within the program, Auburn developed a Marine glider school, and a big Navy radio training unit, and a V-12 program. They used our professors to further educate these boys for positions in the military. Men in uniform constantly marched around our campus, and from then on we always needed to cross on the other side of the street. We were not allowed to fraternize with the boys. Of course, being girls, we soon figured out that we could host dances on the weekends, and the boys were allowed to come to those. But the idea was that the boys were there for schooling, and we could not disrupt that in any way. The whole campus changed. 


I began writing letters to the servicemen—five to six letters per week, every week. Many of my girlfriends did the same. It was important to a soldier to get something at mail call. 


At home, blackouts became common. Sid and I have one younger brother, John, who’s eight years younger than I am. He was only 10 when Pearl Harbor hit, and John took part in all the neighborhood scrap drives and planted a victory garden. He did all the things the really younger Americans did. 


Really, the whole household changed. Mother started going down and working at the USO [United Service Organization]. Rationing did not come in until months later, but foodstuffs began to disappear from the grocery shelves. Very suddenly, for instance, there simply weren’t any bananas. All shipments stopped coming up from South America because the German submarines threatened the ships. 


Industries throughout America slowly changed their emphases. Clothing factories started making uniforms or sewing flags instead of making civilian men’s shirts. You’d walk into a store downtown, and shelves would be bare. All of America’s production, within the next two years, turned to military production and outfitting our armed forces. 

My mother and Mrs. Sledge [senior] became very good friends during the war. They would call on the mother of any Marine who was listed missing or killed if he was from this area. They would get together and drive to the home and visit the mother. They felt so close to all these Marines.


Our father was really wonderful. He was in education and really understood young people, and did nothing but love us children. He taught high school and ended up superintendent of schools in Mobile. When Sidney first told Mother and Daddy he was going to join the Marines, Mother threw a fit and said, “No he’s too young, he can’t go!” But Daddy said, “Kate, they’re going to draft him sooner or later. If he is trained by the Marine Corps, then he has the best chance of surviving the war. I know, because when I was in France and we had the Marines on our flanks, we felt safe. They’re the most highly trained of all the services. So sign your name, and let him go, because this is the best for him.” 


As the war progressed, it became awful, it really did. We began to get news of boys we knew who were killed in action. Our beloved Uncle Charlie was four years older than me and like a big brother. We had spent summers with our grandparents in Virginia, and Charlie was still home then. He had taught me to dance, and we all just adored him. Charlie seemed invincible. 


The girls at Auburn had a grapevine. Mother seldom called me on the telephone. But one day she did. “Katharine,” she said, “your daddy is sending by special delivery six dollars for you to buy a train ticket and come home this weekend.” So I ran and got my ticket. When I got off the train my Uncle Joe was standing there in full uniform along with my mama and my aunt Susie, who were Charlie’s two sisters. Mama said, “Katharine, we’ve just got to tell you—we know it’s going to break your heart. Charlie is missing in action, and they do not think they’re going to find him. You ride home with Uncle Joe, and then Aunt Susie and I will go together.” So I got in Uncle Joe’s car. We were driving down Government Street, and he pulled over to the side of the street and said, “I can’t stand it. I’m going to cry, and if you ever tell your mother and aunt that I cried I’ll be mad.” But he put his arm around me, and we both just sobbed. Charlie was his little brother, and Charlie was the love of the family.  


The fuller story eventually emerged. Charlie’s plane had gone down off of Savo Island during the Guadalcanal campaign. Rescue planes circled and circled, looking for him to come up, but they never saw him. At first Charlie was listed as missing in action. But Uncle Joe told me there in the car to accept that he was gone. My mother and aunt wouldn’t accept it. There was no body or anything. We had no funeral or service for him until finally a year later when the military declared him killed in action. 


Charlie had graduated from the University of Virginia in law and was a brilliant young man. He’d been working with a law firm in Mobile but had seen the war coming. So he’d left to join the Naval Air Corps and was already trained when the war broke out. 

Losing Charlie was the first great blow.

Then we lost the boy up here on the corner, Woody McVey, a Navy pilot. 

Then we lost the boy down the street, Homer McClelland. I had grown up with him. 

And then the boys I knew in college started getting killed. One by one we’d get word they’d lost their lives. The reports of boys killed in action became really intense after we landed in Europe. 

My own war efforts

By the time I graduated from university in November 1944, there were only 250 students in my graduating class. All the rest were in the service. A normal graduating class would have been about 1,200. 


What I wanted to do next, (and I still have the papers), was to join the WAVES, [Women Accepted for Volunteer Emergency Services] and work in a naval hospital. Like all good American girls, I wanted to throw myself headlong into the war effort. My father, he was so cute, said, “Well Katharine, the whole family is fighting. Would you mind staying home with your mother and me?” He told me to go back and take some education courses so I could teach. So I took an extra quarter.  

We had had very little daycare in America at the time, but somebody needed to take care of the children of Rosie the Riveter. So the government formed these daycare centers, which they called nursery schools. I had taken nursery school education in college, so I went to work for a government nursery that was downtown in the Christchurch parish house. It was close to the docks. The women working for the war effort would drop their children off in the morning then come and pick them up again in the late afternoon. We took care of the children all day, fed them, played with them. So that’s what I did for the war—took care of the children of the women who worked. When the war ended, they closed the nursery schools.


A cute thing happened one day. Our nursery school was very close to the bus station. The servicemen would come in on the bus and they’d wander over, stand by the fence, and watch the children play. There was a nice looking young man standing there with his buddy, both in army uniforms, and this little boy looked up at him and said, “Daddy! Daddy!” The little boy ran over to the fence, and I realized the little boy didn’t know what his father looked like. It was the uniform he recognized. 

This young serviceman was really cute, because he realized it, too. He looked at me and asked if it would be all right. I said sure. So he reached down and picked up the little boy. “Son, I’m not your daddy,” the serviceman said. “But I wish I was. Your daddy will come home soon. Don’t you worry.” He gave the little boy a hug and set him down, and that satisfied him. 


There was no shortage of things for girls to do for the war effort. Down near the railroad station was a Red Cross canteen, and my friend Polly Barnett and I would take the bus down on Saturday evenings to work there. At the canteen we served donuts, sandwiches, and hot coffee to the troops as they came through Mobile on the trains. The Red Cross provided the basic foods, but we fixed it all and served the boys. 


The canteen was in a rough area of the city. Whenever we first arrived, members of the Shore Patrol would wait for us to walk us the three blocks from the train station down to the canteen because there were beer joints all along there—places where sailors hung out—and the Red Cross didn’t feel it was safe for us to walk through there alone.


The system worked like this: We got word whenever a troop-train was coming, and we’d pile food on trays, head outside, and walk along under the train’s windows, holding the trays above our heads. The soldiers and sailors and marines would reach out of the windows and take the food off the trays. They’d call out to us and talk to us and all. 


Well, one night three of us went down there all prepared to serve this troop train. When we got there, we got the food and walked outside to the train. But instead of the boys reaching out of the windows and all, we heard this loud whoop and yelling. All the boys starting pouring off the train, running straight after us! It scared us absolutely to death. 


I threw my sandwiches in the air and started running as fast as I could. My friend with the donuts did the same thing. But my friend Polly was carrying the coffee and couldn’t get rid of it as quickly. So I don’t know how many Marines surrounded her and began to kiss her. When she finally got away, we all ran into the canteen. We closed and locked the door and hid under the counter. I have never been so frightened in my life.


We found out afterward that they were Marines that had been taken off Iwo Jima by ship and brought into New Orleans. We were the first American girls they had seen in a year, and they were determined. So it was a wild night, it really was.


Finally the Shore Patrol, the MPs, and their own officers got all the soldiers back on the train, and the train pulled out. 


But we didn’t come out of the canteen for the rest of the night.

When my brother came home


Sidney fought in two major campaigns—Guadalcanal and Cape Gloucester. When he was on Pavuvu, after two years and so many months overseas, they finally started rotating the Marines home. They put numbers in a helmet, and his number was pulled. Our good friend W.O. Brown pulled a number, too. So they both came home early, in August 1944. 


Sid and W.O. had both enlisted together the day after Pearl Harbor. They were kept together the whole time they were in the Corps. They were even sent home at the same time from Pavuvu, but W.O. got on a different ship than Sid did, so W.O. came home maybe ten days before Sid. Immediately when he got home, W.O. came to our house and told us all about Sid and about their adventures overseas. 


The day my brother came home, goodness!—that was the biggest occasion in the life of this household. We knew Sidney had landed on the West Coast, but we didn’t know how he was going to get from the West Coast to Mobile. So we started meeting every train that came in from the West Coast. Daddy, me, and our little brother John would drive down to the railway station and meet the train. And of course Sidney didn’t come in, and he didn’t come in, and he didn’t come in. 

One night we were sitting at home eating supper, having just come back from meeting the five o’clock train, and the telephone rang. Daddy got up and answered it. “Son!” he said, “Where are you!” There was a pause, then Daddy said, “We’ll be right there.” 


Sid was at the bus station. He had taken the train across the country, gotten off in Meridian, Mississippi, and caught a bus to Mobile. So we all jumped in the car and raced off to the bus station. Sidney was standing outside on the sidewalk with his duffle bag. My mother started to cry. My little brother and I jumped out of the backseat of the car and grabbed him. He thought we were all going to eat him alive. 


Oh my, it was so exciting getting him home. We went back to our house, and friends pulled through all night long. Of course, Sid had changed a great deal. He had had only one very short liberty to come home in May 1942 since he had enlisted. I don’t think he was even home a full 24 hours. And I hadn’t seen him then, because I was away at school. So it had been two full years since I had seen him. He had fought the war, and he was older, and much more filled out, and much larger in stature. 


At first, he was very hesitant to speak. Later we learned it was because was so afraid his language would slip. He didn’t talk much about the war either. Right away he wanted to get on with his life. The very first night he sat up late with Daddy talking. That next morning, Daddy was at the breakfast table, and Daddy said to Mother, “Kate, we don’t have to worry. Sidney knows what he wants to do. He wants to become a doctor. So we’ll do everything we can to help him get through medical school.” 

The war continues


Even though Sidney was home, there was still another full year of the war. Of course, at the time we didn’t know when it would end. Other than Sid and W.O. being home, the war continued as it had been. It went on and on. We were still handling the rationing and shortages. We were grieving over the KIA reports. The main thought in everybody’s mind was—let’s win the war and get the boys home! 

When V-E Day [Victory in Europe] finally came, May 8, 1945, we all got excited. But even then we knew it was not over completely. People in the big cities celebrated. But the country as a whole realized we still needed to beat the Japanese. 


When V-J Day came, August 15, 1945, there was wild excitement throughout the nation. We realized then that it was truly over. Daddy got his WWI pistol out of the drawer, put a clip in, walked out front, and fired the whole clip into the Azalea bush. He yelled to John and Mama and I, “C’mon gang! Get in the car! We’re going downtown to celebrate!” So we went downtown, and Daddy drove around yelling out of the window, “The war is over! Japan has surrendered!” And all these people came pouring out of buildings. They started climbing up Admiral Semmes statue in downtown Mobile. So, yes, it was wild excitement. We were thrilled it was over. 


Gene came home on the train and actually came to our house first because he wanted Sid to know he had gotten home safely. I can still see Sid at our front door, yelling and screaming, and they’re hugging each other. “Oh Gene, you’re home!” I came out of the kitchen, and I couldn’t get over Gene. He was no longer a boy. He was a man. I threw my arms around him. I was so glad to see him and to know he had made it home safe. It was just like I had gotten home another brother. 


After the war, Gene was over at the house all the time. He and Sidney and Daddy would sit on the front porch at night and smoke their pipes. The boys would get Daddy talking about WWI, and he’d get the boys talking about their war. We had a lot of conversations with Eugene. He and Sidney always remained close friends. 

Post-war responsibilities


Immediately after the war, there was a sense of our country trying to sort things out, to get people back home again. The veterans were all so glad to be alive, they settled in. They were wonderful fathers and husbands—most of them, anyway. Sure, some of them struggled, but overall, Sidney and I agree that the last half of the 1940s and the 1950s were some of the best years this country has ever seen. The men were all busy working, developing careers, taking care of their families. We were American and free. It wasn’t until the 1960s hit that the country lost so much of its culture. The 1960s brought so much chaos—that’s the only way to put it. I don’t think America has ever come out of that. 


Personally, in 1946 I had a chance to become an airline stewardess—and this relates to the war as well. I was teaching school by then, but I left that and flew with a new airline that was formed here in Mobile. I flew all over the world, and initially we brought people home who had been in the service. 


Our first flight overseas was to Germany. We flew into Frankfurt and saw the city just as the Allied forces had left it. Completely bombed out. We landed on an airfield that had two stories of wrecked German planes pushed up to one end of the field. There was no tower. They had nothing but a windsock. We stayed in a hotel that had no top floor.


The next day we flew out with a whole plane load of people from the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Organization. They had gone to Europe right after the war to help sort out all the displaced persons. Hitler had gone all over Europe and brought these people from different countries in as slave labor to run his factories. Well, when the war ended, these people could not get home. They did not even know if they had a home. And so, many people volunteered to help feed the displaced people and help get them back to their countries. 


The Marshal plan had not yet gone into effect, so the Europe I saw in fall 1946, was largely the Europe that had been destroyed by the war. It was devastating. We flew over Dunkirk, and the wrecked tanks and ships, now rusting, were all still there. We flew over Belgium, and the little towns were wiped out. Usually in any town, the church would be left standing, but the town around the church would be destroyed. In my day we flew at only 2,500 feet high because our cabins were not pressurized. So we could sit by the window, or I would stand up front between the pilots, and I had a bird’s eye view of everything. City after city had been destroyed. Whole blocks and blocks of London had been burned down. 


When did I feel like things were normal again? When I married my husband. (laughs). Harvey Singer joined the airline at the end of 1946. He was from Oak Park, Illinois, and had been a pilot with the Navy Evacuation Squadron who’d flown in the Pacific for two years. They flew in and picked up the wounded in the battles of Iwo Jima and Okinawa. 


After we were married we were with the airline for nine months based out of Costa Rica, where we moved. Then they were going to send Harvey to Lima, Peru, but Harvey said, “No. I fought five years for my country; I’m going to live in my country.” So we moved back to the United States in 1950, and Harvey went to work for his father making corrugated cardboard boxes. We lived in Ohio for twenty years, raised our family, and then moved back to Mobile. 


Sidney married the love of his life, Mary Houston, who helped put him through medical school by encouraging him and loving him, and she inherited a little money which she threw into the pot. They got through medical school and Sid became a doctor. 

We all stayed friends with Eugene Sledge his whole life—both him and his wife, Jeanne, who’s still alive today. Gene became a university professor and they moved up to Montevallo, about four hours away. But every time Sidney and Mary drove up through Alabama, they went to see him. 

My husband Harvey passed away of colon cancer in 1998. Sid’s wife Mary was just great in calling on me and making sure I was alright. She was really a delightful person. She passed away of leukemia in 2000. I miss her greatly. 

Last thoughts


In my generation, we were brought up being taught what a great country we were. We weren’t arrogant about it; we were just a great country. We had built it ourselves. We were free to do what we wanted to. And today’s generations are not taught this. 

People today do not really understand how unique a democracy is, compared with countries that have an autocratic ruler or a head of state who takes control by seizing power. 

That breaks my heart more than anything—when I think of all those wonderful young men I knew who fought and won, and so many of them gave their live—freedom is a wonderful and rare thing. 

We are not to take it lightly. 

