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Leonard '"Lee'" Patton, November 14, 1985, Springfield, Illinois.

Glemn Kniss, Interviewer.

Q: Lee, let's start by you telling us a little bit about your background
and how you got in the army, and a little bit of your army experiences
before you got to the point of capture by the Germans in World War II.

A: Well, after graduating from high school, I went to Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania. I was seventeen years old then. When I went over there, I
wasn't signed up for the draft--vhich I wasn't supposed to--so I went to
work for Ajax Electric Company, which was unusal. Nobody wanted to hire
young fellows because they were going to be drafted into the service. I
had worked for this company for six months, and they automatically sent
in for a deferrment for me, which I didn't know. I also went down to
sign up for the draft, and they notified me, the company that I worked
for did, that I was deferred for six months, After the six months was
up, I . . . before the six months was up, they in turn told me that I was
deferred for another three months. So I told the company at that time, I
said, "This will be the last, because I want to go and do my share." So,
when my time was just about up, the company had gotten me another six
months, and I went into the office and talked to a fellow, the manager--
which was the president, Mr. Haig--and I told him that, "I've told you
this before. You people have been beautiful to me, you treated me .
I was made assistant supervisor on the job. I really worked myself up."
I told him that I had to refuse it. Well, in the meantime before that--I
jumped the story just a little bit--I did go down and join up for the
army rs, because I did tell them that that was going to be the
last time and that I was going to leave their company.

Q: You volunteered . . .

A: I volunteered for the army engineers, and I told [the army] that at
time that I wanted to take my tools, my clothes, everything back to
Springfield, Illinois since I'd leave from there, and they said, 'No
problem." So I departed from my company and came back to Springfield,
and 1 was to report to the draft board telling them that I was to leave
at their next call, or when they were to call me. Within the 30 days I
was notified that 1 was to go to Chicago. They also had my folder,
records that I had volunteered for the army engineers. When I went into
Chicago, I went throu%h the line like everybody else, and I had my folders.
At that time, they told me that they didn't need any army engineers, they
needed infantrymen. Well, at that time I was young, you know, and I
thought "Well, it didn't make any differerce.'" But what I could've done
was just told them to draft me, but I went ahead and went through with
it.
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Q: You were a volunteer then?
A: I was a volunteer, but then they changed it all the way around.
Q: What year was that?

A: That was in 1943. I went in, I was inducted in the first part of
December, Just something that kind of upset me a little bit to start out
with. But the Navy wanted me, the Marines wanted me, and I thought
"Well, I'm here, why not just go ahead. I'm going £o g0 sooner or later
anyway."

Q: That was through the induction center?
A: Yes.

Q: I can remember that too. Then you went down to basic training camp I
suppose.

A: I went down to Camp Blanding, on the basic, which I had a good time
down there. I enjoyed being in the service, I really did. I was pretty
athletic, and T competed with a lot of new fellows and stuff. After my
basic training, why the company commander kept four of us . . . three of
us out of the company--one of them got sick and went to the hospital--but
there was three of us that stayed there after everybody was shipped out.
They wanted us to go to officer training school. We waited there for
about three weeks, arxl so all the other fellows got furlough after they
did their basic. We went in there and asked the first sergeant, we told
him we could have had four or five days, or even three days, and come
home and say '"Hello" amd "'Good-bye' and come back. But I guess we hit
the company commander at the wrong time, and he said, 'You fellows want
to go?", so that's what we did. So Inever . . . I blew that, let me say
that. Maybe it was for the best. I look back, Glemn, and I see all the
things and opportunities that I might've had and different things that
come; maybe it was meant for me to go that route, I don't know.

Q: Did you then go overseas?

A: lez. Yes. I went overseas right then. I was over in France in June
of 1944,

Q: You landed in England first, I assume.

Yes, in England.

Did you go into a permanent division, army division?
Iwas . . . I went with the 83rd Infantry.

Oh yes, That's the division or the regiment?

Division. It was an Ohio division.
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Oh, yes. And, were you in England long?

No. No.

Were you there for the D-Day?

No. I was in England at that time, but I wasn't . . .

Well, just a few days after that . . .

e 22 2R

Yes. We didn't get over there until the latter part of June--it's
gomg back a long time. You know, as you get our age, why dates and I
think another thing, when I got out--and I think most of us did--we tried
to erase everything, and I think maybe I erased too much stuff that I
can't remember.

Q: Were you in very many campaigns?

A: Yes. I was in five major battle campaigns. I have the American
theater ribbon, and I had the European-Africa-Middle Eastern ribbon--that's
with five battle stars--and I've got the Good Conduct Medal, and I got

the Purple Heart, I got the Bronze Medal, and a World War II Victory
Medal. A lot of those medals . , . there's only a couple that really
mean, maybe three, that really means somethlng to me, ard that's the
BronzeStar that means a lot to me, and .

Q: Did you get your Bronze Star for action in the field, or as a result
of your P.0.W. status?

A: No. It was in the field.

Q: How did that happen?

A: Well, I don't know. I was turned in for it, and when I got back, it
was here waiting for me. The Purple Heart, that one is another medal . .
Q: Were you hospitalized with your . . .

A: No. I refused. I didn't want to go into the hospital. I didn'
think it was all that bad, but maybe . . . . That was another thing
telling you about. Maybe the things I did was right, and maybe it
wrong, but maybe it was meant for me to do that.

Q: Can you recall how you received your wound?

A: Yes., Yes. It was shrapnel. It was about eight o'clock at night,
and it was really hot and heavy.

Q: Near the beach, or after you'd gone inland a ways?
A: This was up near the Hurtgnen Forest.
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Q: Would you like to tell us a little bit then about how you got into
the point of capture by the Germans?

A: Yes. This is really a kind of an odd story, because I could've went
back to the hospital ard lost . . . . One of the reasons that I didn't
want to leave is because I had some good buddies in there, it was people
that I could trust and they could trust me, and we just didn't want to
separate. I wasn't the only one it happened to that got hit, and they
came right back too. There was some of them who weren't fortunate enough
to get back or weren't able to get back, but most of them, if they were,
they stayed right in there too, along with their comrades.

Q: About what date was this that you got wounded?

A: This, I think, was around the fourth of November.

Q: Near what action was that?

A: That was up in the Hurtgnen Forest, Glemn. I don't know whether you
people know what the Hurtgnen Forest is, but you fight in a forest or any
kind of a wooded area, that shell can hit them tree limbs and it just . .

. it's not like hitting into the ground and then exploding. It's a
little bit different.

Q: A medic, then, took care of your wund, was this . . .

A: I went back to the . ., ,

Q: Medic station?

A: Yes. I was just down to my first reunion last year with our division,
the first one I've attended, and one of the fellows saw me. He came up
to me--had my name on my shirt--and he said, "You don't know who I am, do
you?" And I said, "No." And he said, "Well, I was the medic that helped
carry you back to the hospital."

Q: Field hospital.

A: Yes. And I said, '"God, I remember that." He said, "I know. You
really didn't want to get on that stretcher, but we took you back anyway."

Q: What part of your body did the shrapnel hit?
A: My knees.

Q: Your knees. Then you went back to the hospital. Were you there
long? The field hospital I should say.

A: No. I stayed there, oh I don't know, I guess overnight and came back
the next day.

Q: With your company.
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A: Right back with the same outfit, yes.
Q: Then what happened?

A: Well, it bothered me, but you know. Then about, oh, I don't know, it
must 've around the 12th, I guess, the 1llth or 12th, it was the llth--it's
hard for me to remember all this, Glenn--but I think it was the 1lth that

. . we were always going on patrol and at this one particular time, I
thought I was doing pretty good. And I went out with the boys. I was
one that . . . I was single, had nobody to, no children or anything, just
a young punk out of high school. Nothing bothered me, you know., I was
always one to just go ahead and do things that some of the other people--I
can understand, there was a lot of them that were married and had kids,
and I could see that they didn't want to go out--but any time there was a
patrol, I was always one to volunteer.

Q: You volunteered for the patrol? But they usually tried to get you to
volunteer, I guess.

A: Yes. They did, really. And I guess I was one of the crazy ones that
always did, but like I told you before, what was meant to be, I guess, it
was.

Q: So, you were out on this patrol. How did that go?

A: Well, we were going real good. We come in, and I remember distinctly,
I remember it was snowing and we were going th:r:ough this fire lane. I
moved up to one of the fellows, and I said, '"Don't that look like a tank
back in there?" He said, "What's the matter Lee, you scared?" I said,
"No, I'm not scared." So I dropped back and asked the other guy. 'Ihey
were covered, you know, with nets and stuff; but it did, the silhouette,
to me looked like . ., . and a lot of times you can imagine things. When
we got into this little place, little town, and we come up on these
Germans, they were ready to give up.

Q: These German soldiers?

A: The German soldiers. We treated them real well, real nice, and some
of them asked us for American cigarettes, we give them American cigarettes.

Q: You captured, what, a squad?

A: Yes. Must've been about 30 of them, might've been a whole platoon.
They were just willing as . . . they led us right in, I guess. We were
feeling real great, and boy, when daybreak broke . . .

Q: Then what happened at daybreak?

A: Vell, that's when these tanks started coming out of these fire lanes.
Q: Out of the woods.

A: We started running, you know, while they took the machine gun this
way (imitates sound of machine gun), you know, you go ahead and go.
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Q: Yes, Yes,

A: But those fellows right there weren't too bad, the German soldiers
right there, they weren't too bad. We had no way to get out of it. That
was probably the worst thing that I ever had to happen to me. I thought
about, you know, being killed--which I wasn't--thought about being wounded--
which I was but dreaming of being captured, that was something I'd newver
dreamed of or even had a thought in my mind about doing. But we had no
choice.

Q: You were surrounded by tanks?

A: Yes. Then the German soldiers, they picked up their things, and
sure, well they got a pretty good hold.

Q: Yes., Well, the same thing happened to me, I agree with you. So
then, what did they do?

A: The German soldiers?
Q: Yes.

A: Okay. They started taking us back to an interrogating area, which was
. . . they took us down a big, long flight of stairs which led into a
coal mine. There were S.S boys in there, and they were the guys who were i
really mean, They repped us, they did a few things that they weren't |
supposed to, then . . .

: They usually threatened you and put you in solitary, is that what
they did?

A: Yes. They had this thing . . . . So they took us back in an old
truck--and I tell you, we about froze in there--and they took us to, it
looked like a barn with a house built on it. We went in there, one at a
time, and really had the . . . had this guy asking me to talk--good
English--as good as you and I, and then had this other guy, he was there,
ard he had his Luger sitting on the table there, and this other guy, he's
holding his and they were asking you questions. Well, when I came in, he
asked me my name, and I gave him my name, rank and serial. That's all I
gave them. Then they came and finally told me-~there must've been six or
seven of them that was already interogated--and he said, "We know what
your outfit is, what outfit you come from, you're 83rd Infantry." I
said, 'Well, if you know, then why ask me?'" That's just the way . . .

Q: Yes.
A: Then we went from there to XIIA.
Q: To XIIA. How did you get to XIIA?

A: On truck. On truck. Someway, I don't know how, but we got there on
truck.
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How many truckloads were there approximately?

Just the one of us.

o o2

Oh, oh. Did it take you a day or two to get there?

A: Oh, yes., I don't know how long. When we got to XIIA, we were there
I guess around in December, it was near a railroad, and our planes had
bombed it. We weren't there, I don't know how long we were there, not
too long, and British planes bombed the railroad where we were in detention,
ard it didn't hit the . . . a few of the bombs drifted over on ocur XIIA
and killed a lot of officers over there, Hit part of our barrack, but I
don't think anybody was hurt. That was the worst place that I--one of
the worst--XIIA. When I first got there--Glenn, you say you were there.
They used to have a cart, a horse-drawn two wheeled cart, and every
morning you'd see that thing loaded with bodies going up over that hill,
and then going across the thing, and you'd never see anymore of them.

Q: Were there very many of you captured at the same time? This truck
load, did you get to stay with them?

A: No. When we went to XIIA, that split us up. I never heard anything
from any of my buddies.

Q: Then what happened after you left . . . you tell us you were in XIIA
for just a few days.

A: Yes, I don't know what it could've been, a week or two weeks or
something. Anyway, why, they put us on a boxcar, after they had bombed
this thing, and they put us in this boxcar. There were quite a few in
that boxcar, I remember that. It was full, and I don't know how many
boxcars that they had that they had moved out. We were there three
nights and two days in the boxcars.

Q: In the boxcars, in transit.

A: Yes,

Q: What sort of food did you get?

A: Well, all we had was bread and water. They used to put a bucket of
water in there and a tin can, and we all . . . sometimes we had two
buckets. Then, diarrhea and dysentery was real bad. Some of the poor
boys, and, you know, you got diarrhea.

Q: Did you have a bucket for sanitation purposes?

A: No. No. We just had, over in the corner there. They was bedded
down with straw, but they had those windows opened.

Q: Packed with rather a large number of men in the . . .
A: Yes. We were pretty well packed in there. I don't know how many was

in there. I can't remember, but a lot of sick ones, a lot of them just
couldn't cope with it.
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Q: You were in there for three days, and then were you allowed out at
any time?

A: No, No. We didn't get out of that car until we . . . no, they kept
dropping them off at different places.

Q: Different boxcars?

A: Yes. And even different people ocut of our car. Now, when we came
into Berlin--that was in around the 24th, the 23rd of Decemember--when we
went in there to Berlin, they took a dozen of us, about 12 of us, off of
that.

Q: Out of that boxcar you were in?

A: That one, and I guess there could have been some from others. I
don't know, because they knew what they were doing, you know. When we
got off that, we were walking down the street in Berlin, and this was
really very hectic to see how a human being could treat somebody. I can
recall the shape that Berlin looked like, and it was really like a tornado
had gone through, there was not much standing. We were threatened, I had
a lady even come up and put her arm around my throat to choke me. There
was nothing I could do.

Q: A civilian?

A: Yes, a civilian, sure. These were all civilians. I tell you, if it
wasn't for some of the German soldiers at that time, we probably wouldn't
have made it.

Q: Were a colum of you being paraded through the streets of Berlin?
Was that what it was?

A: Pardon?

Q: Was there a colum of American prisoners being [paraded] through the
streets of Berlin?

A: Yes. Yes. There were 12 of us. They took us into Berlin Jail, and
we stayed overnight at the Berlin jail. That was a . . . but, once again
Glenn, I say that if it wasn't for the German soldiers at that time, we
would 've--they hit us with canes, they hit us with rocks, and everything.
Q: And then you say the town looked like it had been pretty well . . .
A: Oh, yes. Berlin was . . .

Q . . destroyed?
A: Yes.
Q

: Then where did you all--you were in Berlin at the police station-~-then
where did you go?
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A: Well, from there we went to--they loaded us in a truck again--and we
went to a place by the name of Pritzwalk.

Q: Pritzwalk.

A: Yes.

Q: Was that very far away?

A: It must've been, I would say, a hundred miles, maybe a hundred twenty
miles. There's no way of me really knowing how far away it was. It
might even have been a little farther, I don't know.

Q: Did you stay at Pritzwalk for very long?

A: Yes. That was a labor camp. It was a work camp, and, I mean, that's
what it says, work. That's about what they had too. We did everything.

Q: Well, did they send out teams of soldiers, prisoners of war, out to a
work job?

A: Yes. We were forced to work,
Q: Within the city, or outside?

A: Qutside. I was detailed--I guess you'd call it detailed--where I had
to go three times a week and fill up--at a German garrison camp--fill up
their water pond. In case there was a fire or something, they'd all get
out and get their buckets, and that had to be filled up all the time.

Q: How did you fill it up?

A: With a hose, had to stretch it across from a hydrant, and then from
the hydrant after I got it filled--used to take me almst all day--cold
and hose, and no gloves--I had gloves that had all holes in them--and I
rolled that dam hose up and had to carry it up three flights of stairs
in one of the garrison buildings there, and hang it up at the top there
and let that thing come down you know, to . . . and then if I got water
on the inside, someone kicked me in the ass and say 'You're getting the
floor wet," you know. I was unable, my knees were just killing me at
that time, you know . . .

Q: From the wound?

A: Yes. And my back was bothering me . . . .

Well, how were you quartered there at Pritzwalk?

We had . . . at Pritzwalk, we had wood beds with straw. That was it.
A regular prison compound?

: No, it wasn't a . . . yes, well, it was a prison compound, sure, with
all the wire, yes, sure.
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