CHARLES E. HALTER

US ARMY 1943-1946



CHARLES E. HALTER
US ARMY 1943-1946

The St. Charles County Veterans Museum interviewed Charles Halter on 17-AUG 2018, just
months before the museum opened. Much of this biography is in Charles’ own words.

Charles Emerson Halter was born on 11-SEP 1925, in Missouri. His
father was John Blasius Halter (1883-1956) and his mother was
Genevieve Elizabeth "Fafee" Vetsch (1888-1950).

He lived in St. Charles County (St. Charles, St. Peters, O’Fallon, Lake
St. Louis, St. Paul) his entire life. He was 17 when he graduated
from Francis Howell High School in early May 1942. Charles said,
“after graduation, the Federal Government took over the school
and boarding towns for the war efforts.”

Editor’s note: The first comprehensive four-year Francis Howell
High School was built on “Howell Prairie” and opened in 1915. In
1940, the U.S. Government seized 18,000 acres in southeastern St. Charles County
(including the high school site) and forcibly relocated more than 500 residents. The United
States War Department used the 30 square mile location to build the Atlas Powder
Company, an ordnance works that would manufacture TNT for the war effort.

Charles registered for the draft when he turned
18. He was drafted, joining the Army on 14-DEC
1943 in the midst of World War Il. According to
his draft registration card, he was a shipping and
receiving clerk at Wagner Electric in civilian life.
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Halter was picked up by a Grey Hound Bus in the
city of St. Charles and transported to Jefferson | - e
Barracks in South St. Louis County Missouri. N

Charles stated, “In those days, they were drafted right out of high school.” Charles was
there a couple weeks and was then shipped out to Camp Fannin in Tyler Texas for three
months of basic training. Camp Fannin was a U.S. Army Infantry Replacement Training
Center and prisoner-of-war camp. It was opened in May 1943 and operated for four
years, before closing in 1946. It is credited with training over 200,000 U.S. soldiers,
sometimes as many as 40,000 at a given time.



BOOT CAMP

Charles talked about his training at Camp Fannin saying, “East Texas was awfully sandy,
and they were given little shovels and they would have to dig a hole in a half hour and a
tank would then straddle over them and they would have to be far enough underneath so
they wouldn’t get hurt.” Charles continued, “one guy was a little taller and thinner than |
and he would see that tank coming with that big cannon in front and he would take off
running. They would catch him and bring him back and he would see that tank coming
again and he would run like hell. The most dangerous part of basic training was when we
had to crawl under machine gun fire at night for about 200 feet or so and there would be
a flash of red as they were shooting those tracer bullets overhead about a foot or two
above them. During the day, we would go to the rifle range, and | was a pretty good shot,
but there were some big game hunters from the Northwest who were better than | was.
It was 15 miles around the camp, and toward the end of basic training, they would start
off at about 7 p.m. and would walk all night and get in the next morning. A few people
couldn’t make it.”

From there, Charles went to Fort Benning, GA, and took some special training in
electronics and Morse Code. “Then they shipped us out to Camp Kilmer, New Jersey. A
whole bunch of guys got on a troop ship. We didn’t belong to any certain outfit.” He was
attached to a replacement battalion and would be assigned when he reached Europe.

SAILING FOR EUROPE

Charles recalled leaving New York. “When you’re 18 and going to war and you see the
Statue of Liberty and it just keeps getting smaller and smaller and then it’s gone, that’s
quite a feeling.” Charles later related to family, “I went up on the deck and watched the
Statue of Liberty get smaller and smaller. It finally disappeared.” Charles worried he
might never see it again.

“We crossed the North Atlantic the first week of November and in some places, it was
really rough. They might have been hitting the tail end of a hurricane and the boat would
go down and the wave would come way over the top of it. If you had been on the top
deck, you would have been thrown off into the ocean, so they had to stay below deck for
about two days until it finally let up. Some days, it would be so foggy that they might be
able to only see two or three ships and other days, they could see thirty.”

“As they got closer to England, they had these little destroyers that would drop depth
charges on German submarines that were around and they wouldn’t be too far away from
their ship, maybe 400-500 feet. The explosion would throw the subs up in the air and they
would land back behind the destroyers and the water would boil up and be thrown up in



the air. They went around Ireland because it was too dangerous to go further south, and
landed at South Hampton, England, and they were there for about two weeks.”

BATTLEAXES

Charles’ unit was infantry replacements. “If an outfit lost 10-15 soldiers, then 10-15 from
my unit would go to that outfit. | went across the English Channel in a Landing Craft Utility
(LCU), where the front end falls out of it and you wade ashore knee deep in the ocean. We
landed a little bit south of Le Havre France” (which was a major port in northern France's
Normandy region, where the Seine River meets the English Channel). At that time,
Charles was assigned to the 526™ Armed Infantry Battalion. The 526th was Armored
Infantry nicknamed the “BATTLEAXE.”

The 526th Armored Infantry Battalion played a unique role in the
United States Army’s European Theater of Operations during World
War Il. In late October 1944, while in Belgium, the 526th was attached
to an intelligence organization called T Force, authorized by General
Eisenhower soon after D-Day. T Force was designed to rush into
captured towns and seize intelligence information and German
personnel.

BATTLE OF THE BULGE

On the night of December 17th, 1944, Charles and the 526th headed to blunt the German
attack commonly known as the Battle of the Bulge or the Ardennes Offensive. A task force
comprised of Company A and a platoon from another battalion in T Force, under the
command of Major Paul J. Solis, battalion executive officer, was sent to Stavelot. The
remaining battalion, under Lt. Colonel Carlisle B. Irwin was ordered to defend Malmedy.

BATTLEAXE

Throughout December, the 526th fought off the German forces that were trying to take
over Stavelot and Malmedy. Malmedy was the site of a horrific war crime, massacre
committed by German soldiers of the Waffen-SS on 17-DEC 1944 at the Baugnez
crossroads near the city of Malmedy, Belgium. The Waffen-SS captured 113 U.S. troops
and several Belgium civilians who had surrendered after a brief battle. Most of the
American troops were rear-echelon troops from Battery B of the 285th Field Artillery
Observation Battalion. The Waffen-SS machine gunned the troops and civilians. Many of
the troops were killed with a shot to the head if they survived the machine gun. Some of
the troops managed to escape, by playing dead.

It is also known that the Waffen-SS troops of the same unit commanded by Joachim
Peiper killed many Belgium civilians in and around Stavelot during their attacks in the



Battle of the Bulge. This massacre became known as the Stavelot massacre. It is highly
likely Charles was in the vicinity of the massacre(s).

“We were in northeast France right before the Belgian Bulge broke out. When they had
the Battle of the Bulge, we were called into combat, and it was pretty rough. There was
lots and lots of artillery fire.” Charles was a sharpshooter with a rifle and rode in a
halftrack. Charles explained, “The front end has two great big, huge wheels and the back
doesn’t have any wheels, like a Caterpillar tractor. It has a bed on the back, all made of
steel and there are two steel seats, one on each side, and there would be about 8 or so
men in one. We were there for a month or so, and when we pulled out, we had lost a few.
There were 1,000 people in my battalion. Thirty were killed and twenty were MIA and
were never found. Charles said, “we didn’t know how many were wounded, but there
were always a lot more that got wounded.”

Charles continued, “In the Battle of the Bulge, the Germans were always having the
artillery going off, but the American artillery was the greatest. Missiles were screaming
overhead a lot of the time and they sounded like a jet fighter plane coming through. They
had something like a rocket on some kind of a platform and they were rocket-propelled
screaming meemies. When they were bombing London, they had what they called V1’s,
but it looked like a huge torpedo coming through the air and they had it figured out so
they had just enough rocket fuel from where they were firing back in Germany somewhere,
and when they got to London, they would run out of fuel and blow away. They were
powerful. Charles saw where one misfired and it landed up in front of them, maybe 500-
600 feet on the other side of the trees and knocked a helluva hole in the ground. They
were pretty well advanced in that kind of stuff. | think they were the first ones after the
war who had a jet fighter.”

NEARLY WOUNDED

Charles explained that he was nearly wounded at least once. “They were right below
Wiesbaden where they crossed the Rhine River, and after they crossed early in the
morning, they went in about a mile and they came up on some town. They had a great
big area that looked like a soccer field and around that was a big hunk of trees and an old,
abandoned house. Our leader decided to put all their stuff in that hunk of trees and the
Krauts had them zeroed in, but they didn’t know it. There was a carport with a car in it
and | laid down next to a wall made of bricks and concrete and about 2 a.m., the Germans
cut down on them and an artillery shell hit and blew the whole garage and the car away
and | had a lot of rubble on me and my ears rang for about 2-3 days and | had a concussion.
It took a good while to get over it because it hit within about 5 feet of where | was. That
was the worst thing that happened to me. It was too close. After the war was over, you
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could see some of the Air Force bombs in Wiesbaden that didn’t go off (duds) and a special
outfit would come and disarm them.”

“When they went south along the Rhine River. Germans were on one side, and Americans
were on the other. They always had artillery fire and they could hear the shells going
through the air. They arrived somewhere right below Cologne, Germany, and even though
they weren’t supposed to, he and a couple guys snuck out when they got by the cathedral,
and they went in. It was a huge building. Big chunks of plaster had fallen out of the ceiling
and made kindling wood out of the pews, but the outside was still standing. “

“The combat engineers built a Pontoon Bridge across the Rhine River, and the artillery was
going over all night long, and the next morning about daylight, the bridge was finished.
We went across the bridge and once there, they saw a farmer who had a bunch of cattle
and the artillery caught a few of them and they were dead. From there, they went south
around Frankfurt, Germany, and went through some little town, and wound up by
Recklinghausen, Germany, and that’s where we were when the war ended around May.”

GERMANY SURRENDERS

Charles said that “all-in-all, saw about 82 days of combat, but we weren’t fighting all that
time. When the Germans broke through in the Battle of the Bulge, everybody had to
fight.” Charles said, “that he heard that they were even getting people from the rear lines,

like cooks, and they were given rifles and had to go fight, but the Germans f/nally gave up
and retreated.” ‘ S 7. S

His unit got to move back up to Wiesbaden, Germany, and he |
had a full 1-year occupation duty in Germany. During that
time, “I got diphtheria and was in the hospital for 30 days, so | .

to wait two more weeks for another ship.”

DURANT L'AUTOMNE I
12 DENTRE EUX HO'.'ILAU COMBAT
POUR NOTRE LIRERTE PENDANT LOFFENSIVE
DES ARDENNES, LHIVER 194445,

There is a monument dedicated to the men of the 526th
Armored infantry in Comblain-La-Tour Belgium. From October §
to 17-DEC 1944, Company B of the 526th Armored Infantry &=
Battalion was quartered in the homes of families in Comblain- £ 8%
La-Tour. Comblain-La-Tour is 47 miles from Bastogne.

PACIFIC BOUND?

After Germany surrendered, many of the soldiers in Europe expected to go to the Pacific
after the war. “Every unit had a photographer, and they were training the men on how to
fight the Japanese since the war in Europe was over. They would show pictures of how
the Japanese fought. It wasn’t like how the Germans fought. If you captured a German,

Monnt to he men 0 the 526th at
Comblain-La-Tour
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he would give up and that would be the end of it. But the pictures of the Japanese showed
that they would strap themselves up in the trees because they knew they were going to
die. They were like suicide bombers. They had suicide bombers in planes filled with
explosives and they would dive into a battleship, and it would also kill them They would
lay there and play dead and all of a sudden, they would start shooting, or if they came out
with their hands up, the Americans would shoot them dead. That was war.”

Charles said, “we didn’t take many prisoners while fighting Japan. They had caves on
some of the islands and the Americans used flame throwers with acetylene tanks that
would throw the flames about 20-30 feet back in the caves. The Japanese would get in
those caves and the movies would show them coming out and they would be burning up.
It was just a different kind of war, and nobody wanted to go there.”

On 6-AUG 1945, an atomic bomb was dropped on Hiroshima. Charles said, “when Harry
Truman (President) dropped the bomb, everybody loved him.” Charles said, “I sure did. |
didn’t want to go all the way over there and get in on that.”

REFLECTIONS

Charles was not a fan of British General Bernard Montgomery. He said, “the English
General, Montgomery, was going to put on a big show and have a big fight in some town
in northern Germany and he got all the gas and oil to put on this fight, so my unit couldn’t
go anywhere. General Montgomery went over there, and he lost about everything he
had.” If you had a division at full strength of 12,000 — 15,000 guys, Charles thought he
lost way over half of them. “I thought that General Montgomery was pretty cocky and
that took the wind out of his sails.” He reflected, “I never met General Patton.”

SHARING HIS STORY

Charles said, “The sounds of war are not very funny. Especially the artillery barrages.” He
said, “when the war first started in 1941-1942, everybody was rah-rah-rah and wanted to
get in the Army and go somewhere and a lot of guys signed up when they were 17 and
had to have the permission of their parents. Then, when it was over, nobody wanted to
hear or talk about it. But right now, in the last 10 years, they got it going again.”

Charles often spoke to students in Wentzville and O’Fallon, Missouri. “The kids always
want to know if | killed somebody.” Charles explained, “that is not the kind of thing that
kids should hear.” He said that about 3 weeks ago, one of his friends asked him if he ever
killed anybody and he replied he didn’t really know.

Charles said, “you did what you had to do to stay alive, that the Germans were some mean
son-of-a-bucks. Every outfit had a combat photographer, so everyone does know what
the soldiers know who lived through it.” He said, as an example, “On D-Day, you see about
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1 or 2 guys come ashore and you see one guy get shot and fall down. It took more than
one guy to do that, and we lost a whole lot of them. It took a lot of people to climb those
cliffs and about half of them got shot.”

HORRORS OF WAR

Charles was asked about civilian casualties. He said, “if there were civilian casualties in
the towns, they would have been buried under the rubble.” Charles said, “One time, they
saw a woman’s head hanging by her hair in the trees. She had been decapitated. Once |
got out of the war, nobody wanted to hear about it. | started playing ball and didn’t think
about it anymore.”

Charles E. Halter was most likely awarded the following ribbons or campaign medals:

e European—African—Middle Eastern Campaign Medal / Ribbon
World War Il Victory Medal / Ribbon

Army of Occupation Medal / Ribbon

Good Conduct Medal / Ribbon

CIVILIAN LIFE

Charles served about 33 months. “To serve, meant a lot to me,” Charles said. When asked
if ever considered making the Army a career, he just laughed. Charles brought back a few
German souvenir flags, including a rare German DAF Factory flag.

Charles married Mildred M. Swagman (1933-2017) in 1951. They had one son: Glennon
and two daughters: Carolyn and Jean. Charles and Mildred lost their only son Glennon in
1975 in an automobile accident when he was twenty. “It was tough,” Charles said, “war
wasn’t nice, but life isn’t always nice too.”

Mildred M. Halter died 16-JAN 2017. Charles Emerson Halter died on 7-JAN 2022, in St
Peters, Missouri, at the age of 96. Mildred and Charles were married for 66 years.

Charles finished our interview with, “You have no idea what war looks like, just no idea.”



