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Herbert (Herb) L. Boschert was born 5-AUG 1921.  His father 
was Herbert Joseph Boschert (1897-1942), and his mother was 
Emma Agnes Knobbe (1898-1989).  He had two sisters: Vera 
and Norma and two brothers: Kermit and Lloyd.   

Herb entered the service 16-DEC 1942 and served in Company 
B, 725th Railroad Operating Battalion. He enlisted at Jefferson 
Barracks in St. Louis on 9-DEC 1942.  His enlistment record 
states he had four years of high school and was employed as a 
stock clerk.  His service number was 37402812. He lived at 317 
North 6th Street in St. Charles Missouri.  According to the 
enlistment papers his civilian occupation was stock clerk.  His 
military occupation was listed as Clerk Typist. 

The U.S. Army 725th Railway Operating Transportation Corps had the task of moving 
personnel, equipment, and supplies. Members of the Corps performed this task by a 
variety of means. Rail service during World War II was a little-publicized yet highly 
successful department of the war. 

Throughout the 1930s and 1940s, America shipped everything by 
rail. Railroads were the most efficient means of transport, as they 
were the only form of transportation that maintained its own 
rights-of-way and communications, and conducted all of its own 
construction and repair.  Given the increase in civilian rail use 
(driven by restrictions on gasoline, rubber for tires, etc.) and the 
substantial reduction in maritime shipping of natural resources 
due to the U-Boat threat, the response of the railroads was 
remarkable. American manufacturers went into overdrive, 
producing literally thousands of locomotives and freight cars. 
Overseas, U.S. forces would be expected to run captured 
railroads, supply U.S. combat forces, and improve Allied rail 
capabilities. 
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More than 350,000 railroad personnel served in all 
branches of the Armed Forces in World War Two, leaving 
many of their civilian jobs to be filled by women. Railway 
Operating Battalions (ROBs), first organized in 1941, were 
the smallest (800 men) active units of the U.S. Army 
Military Railway Service (MRS) in WWII. The Army 
recognized that operating a railroad required skills that 
could not be taught in basic training. To ensure the units 
were staffed by men with the proper skills, a processing 
center for draftees and enlistees from the railroads was 
established at Camp Harrahan, Louisiana and served as 
the source of ROB personnel. In many instances, 
individual railroads had employees who were drafted (or 

enlisted) together and who served together. Some Railway Operating Battalions 
comprised men exclusively from the same railroad. By war’s end, ROBs were to be found 
in all theaters. 

Each ROB was considered a self-sustaining “division” and 
operated on the same principles as a civilian railroad. Company 
A, comprising two track platoons and one bridge platoon, 
handled construction. Two of the three platoons of Company B 
(Hebert Boschert’s unit) were responsible for keeping the 
equipment in operating condition, utilizing their own 
roundhouse to do so; the third platoon shopped the rolling 
stock. Company C, which supplied the train crews, was the 
largest company. H & S Company supplied dispatchers, 
telegraphers, and other support personnel. Four to five 
separate ROBs, and usually one or two Railway Shop Battalions 
(RSB), were directed by an administrative unit, a Railway Grand 
Division (RGD), which comprised approximately 100 personnel. 

The 725th ROB was activated at New Orleans on 17-FEB 1943 with Lt. Col. George Branch 
commanding. The officers and enlisted men, drawn from the 715th ROB, were all former 
employees of the Chicago, Rock Island & Pacific Railroad (RR). Eventually, the battalion 
would comprise former members of 18 different railroads. 
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In late November 1943, the 725th 
ROB left Los Angeles (San Pedro) 
California Point of embarkation 
(POE) en route to the China Burma 
Theater (CBI). On board were the 
725th ROB and four other ROBs, one 
RSB, and the 705th RGD. All arrived 
safely in theater on 11-JAN 1944. 
They sailed on a single troopship 

with other ROBs, and not in a convoy -- no escorts. There were approximately 4,500 men 
on board. The ship zig-zagged every few minutes. They spent a total of 32 days at sea, 
making only one stop, in Hobart, Tasmania.  

Company B conducted their operations in Lalmanirhat, Bengal, 
Province, India.  Company B was the shop company and did all of 
the repairs. There were no problems getting parts. Company C 
was the operating company, providing engineers, conductors, 
and operations personnel. Company H & S Company ran the 
dispatch office and provided MP’s and security.  Company A 
remained in Zone of the Interior.  

When they first arrived in India, they lived in tents for six 
months. Then, concrete slabs were poured and bamboo 
barracks, called “bashas”, were built by Indian contractors. Building sides were woven 
bamboo, and the tops were thatched bamboo. The bashas had electricity, but no fans or 

water. The bashas looked like typical army barracks, which 
slept about 18, with cots and footlockers lined up in rows. 
Since the buildings were constructed of bamboo, the 
structures were susceptible to fire. There was no fire-fighting 
equipment available in camp. For bathing and sanitation, 
showers and latrines were constructed in separate buildings. 
The officers of the railroad lived in fine brick houses just 
outside camp boundaries. The camp was surrounded by a 
fence, with an open gate guarded by a GI. 

All types of jungle diseases were prevalent, especially malaria 
and elephantiasis. The men were also warned about 
poisonous snakes. They were taught how to survive a cobra 
bite, but two other snakes were incredibly deadly. 

Shoulder Insigne of the 725th ROB 
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Unfortunately, they were not told what these two snakes looked like. There were a lot of 
cobras in towns used by the street musicians, who always kept a mongoose at hand, too. 
The mongooses killed cobras by biting them on the back of their heads. There was a cobra 
warning one time -- the officers cleared out the camp looking for it. “We were warned 
that if we ever wake up with a cobra in our cot next to us, they were probably just looking 
for your body warmth, so don't move and just quietly call for help.” Even though jungle 
was close to camp, there were no problems with tigers. A few were shot by GIs assigned 
to the unit. 

The battalion operated on the tracks of the Bengal & Assam RR, formerly used for 
transporting tea by perhaps three trains daily. The battalion transported weapons 
carriers, 4x4s, ambulances, and 250-lb bombs (sans detonators). They also hauled Ghurka 
troops to front lines, and then carried them back for R & R. Once they hauled three to 
four loads of Merrill's Marauders. The Marauders were always shooting from flatcars into 
the jungle, and they had to carefully request them not to on one occasion.  

The U.S. locomotives in India were coal-
fired. The coal came in large lumps, usually 
about 18” around.  The rail yards would use 
elephants to move rail cars around the 
yard.   

The track was described as “a single track, 
well maintained.” The scenery was heavy 
jungle for the first 30 miles from the camp 

to Golakganj, then it opened up as entered Assam province. It was mostly rolling terrain, 
and you could see as far as 2-3 miles. Usually, there was a minimum of a 50-foot clearance 
through forested areas, and sometimes they saw a tree full of monkeys. There were no 
tunnels. Rail traffic was one train allowed between stations in either direction. The 
engineers obtained a token at each station, which was the engineer's authority to be on 
that section of track between stations. It was foolproof. You could not see any other trains 
ahead of you at any time out of the yard. 

Although there were no combat losses in the 725th ROB, the battalion lost men to 
accidents. One man fell off a bridge into the Brahmaputra River at flood stage, and 
bystanders couldn't try to rescue him. An inexperienced engineer inexplicably checked his 
water gauge after filling up, and while he was standing on top of the tender while the 
train was in motion, he was struck and killed by a forgotten low bridge. A GI was crushed 
to death between two boxcars in yard. Another GI killed himself in his tent.  Thanks to 
Allied air superiority, the Japanese attempted neither to bomb nor to cut the division’s 
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rails, even though the division was about 20 miles from what could be termed the front 
lines.  

There were a number of train wrecks in battalion operations, most due to the lack of 
bridges spanning low places and to the ease with which the four-wheel Indian freight cars, 
which lacked pivoting wheel trucks, derailed.  

The end of the war in the CBI saw the ROBs rapidly 
demobilized. The ROBs that remained in theater to the 
end maintained increasingly larger portions of track until 
relieved by personnel of the Bengal and Assam RR. The 
725th ROB was demobilized beginning 1-OCT 1945, and 
its men returned home departing from Calcutta. The unit 
was formally inactivated at Camp Kilmer, New Jersey, on 
29-OCT 1945. 

The T-4 rating was for engineers; conductors were buck 
sergeants. Herbert’s final rank was Sergeant TEC 4 and his 
date of separation was 18-JAN 1946. 

Herbert L Boschert was awarded:  

 Asiatic Pacific Theater Ribbon 
 American Theater Ribbon 
 Three Overseas Bars 
 Good Conduct Medal 
 Victory Medal 

 

He married Delores D. Lannigan Boschert and they had four children: John, Mary, Joan 
and David.  He died 22-APR 2015 at the age of 93. and is buried in Saint Peter Catholic 
Cemetery in St. Charles MO.    

 


