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A Window on the War

Ernie PYLE

~In The
La Crosse Tribune

This newspaper has signed
up with Ernie Pyle, to bring
to its readers the ‘down-to-
ecarth stories which the war's
best-loved correspondent has
gone to the Pacific to ferret
out. Relpases start tomorrow
on the editorial page.

(La Crosse Tribune, 1945 February 7, page 1)

Radio broadcasts, newsreels in theaters, and newspaper articles, gave the people back home a peek at
what their loved ones were experiencing in the war overseas. War correspondents also tried to share
their view of the action with the parents, wives, brothers and sisters still in the United States. To boost
morale, these stories sought to reassure the folks back home that our side had the people and tools to
win the fight and bring the troops back home alive. Other stories offered a glimpse of the horrors
perpetuated by the Axis that provided justification for the sacrifices being made by so many.
Correspondents often tried to provide names and hometowns of the service people they wrote about so
the people back home could see familiar names in the newspaper.

Ernie Pyle was one of the best-known, and possibly most beloved, of all the war correspondents. The La
Crosse Tribune was already running a regular column by Hal Boyle, but Hal Boyle was no Ernie Pyle.



Ernie Pyle was born in 1900, the only child of a tenant-farming couple at a small town in east-central
Indiana, not far from the border with lllinois.! He joined the U.S. Navy in 1918, but World War | ended
before he saw any action. Then he studied journalism at the University of Indiana because he had heard
it was an easy major, but he quit college a few months from earning a degree and went to work for a
newspaper in his home state.?

Pyle got married and then worked for a succession of newspapers. He became a “roving reporter” for
the Washington Daily News in 1935, and he wrote about his travels around the United States. His
columns were carried in almost 200 newspapers.>

He was also an aviation reporter and became acquainted with Amelia Earhart.*

In the New York Times Magazine, David Chrisinger wrote:
Pyle honed a sincere and colloquial style of writing that made readers feel as if they were
listening to a good friend share an insight or something he noticed that day. When the United
States entered World War Il, Pyle took that same technique — familiar, open, attuned to the
daily struggles of ordinary people — and applied it to covering battles and bombings.’

Pyle went to England in December 1940 to report on the German bombing campaign. His stories were
compiled as a book entitled Ernie Pyle in England (1941).

He returned to the United States in March 1941. His wife, who suffered from severe depression,
alcoholism, and drug abuse, attempted suicide. After helping her recover, Pyle divorced his wife in April
19427

He returned to England where he wrote about American soldiers training for the invasion of Europe and
their cultural adjustment to England.?

In the fall of 1942, he joined American forces invading North Africa. He became attached to the Army
infantrymen and did most of his writing about their lives and what they faced in combat.®
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(Bettman Archive/Getty Images; New York Times Magazine, 2019 June 5)

Pyle was not the type of war correspondent who would make a brief visit to the front, get a few
interviews, and then retire to a safe rear area to write a story. He accompanied the troops, lugging his
portable typewriter, out in the elements, eating canned food, getting a little fitful sleep, and risking the
almost constant danger of sudden death. The infantrymen he wrote about respected him because he

shared their existence.
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Ernie Pyle eating C-rations
(National Archives)

He went with the Army for the invasion of Sicily in 1943. His work had already been published in a book
entitled Here Is Your War: The Story of G.I. Joe. When the campaign in Sicily ended, Pyle went back to
the United States to do publicity appearances for the book.°

Things were not going well, however, on Mr. Pyle’s personal home front. He and his wife had remarried
in early March 1943 (“by proxy”), but her mental and substance abuse problems required
hospitalization.!

Late in 1943, Pyle returned to Europe for the bitter, hard-fought campaign in Italy. His reporting there
would earn him a 1943 Pulitzer Prize.?? Winston Churchill had called Italy the “soft underbelly” of
Europe, but the reality of it was an uphill battle against successive lines of stalwart German defenses
complicated by the mountainous terrain and foul weather.

In one of his best-known columns, Ernie Pyle describes a night in 1943 when five American soldiers’
bodies were brought down from a mountain on mules. The bodies were laid out on the ground,
uncovered, as some men from the company gathered around. One of the bodies was that of Captain
Henry T. Waskow, the company commander.'® Here is an excerpt:



The uncertain mules moved off to their olive groves. The men in the road seemed reluctant to
leave. They stood around, and gradually | could sense them moving, one by one, close to Capt.
Waskow’s body. Not so much to look, | think, as to say something in finality to him and to
themselves. | stood close by and | could hear.

One soldier came and looked down, and he said out loud:
“God damnit!”

Another one came, and he said, “God damn it to hell anyway!” He looked down for a few last
moments and then turned and left.

Another man came. | think it was an officer. It was hard to tell officers from men in the dim light,
for everybody was grimy and dirty. The man looked down into the dead captain’s face and then
spoke directly to him, as tho he were alive:

“I'm sorry, old man.”

Then a solder came and stood beside the officer and bent over, and he too spoke to his dead
captain, not in a whisper but awfully tender, and he said:

“I sure am sorry, sir.”

Then the first man squatted down, and he reached down and took the Captain’s hand, and he
sat there for a full five minutes holding the dead hand in his own and looking intently into the
dead face. And he never uttered a sound all the time he sat there.

Finally he put the hand down. He reached up and gently straightened the points of the Captain’s
shirt collar, and then he sort of rearranged the tattered edges of his uniform around the wound,
and then he got up and walked away down the road in the moonlight, all alone.'*

After getting his fill of Italy, and probably realizing that the main action would soon be shifting to the

invasion of France, Pyle returned to England in early 1944. He landed on Normandy one day after the
invasion on June 6. He was with French troops when they marched into Paris. His dispatches from the
front were compiled into the book Brave Men (1944).%°



Ernie Pyle writing a story on his typewriter
(National Archives)

Pyle’s columns appeared in about 400 daily and 300 weekly newspapers, making him “America’s most
widely read correspondent.”?®

When Pyle went back to the United States, his wife attempted suicide again. It required yet another
hospitalization, with this one including shock treatments.?”

Hollywood made a movie about Ernie Pyle that finished shooting in early 1945. It was called The Story of
G.l. Joe, and it was directed by William Wellman, who was one of the most prominent directors at the
time. The six main characters were played by professional actors, including Burgess Meredith portraying
Pyle, but the rest of the soldiers in the movie were real soldiers. The War Department loaned out two
companies of men to play the infantrymen, and it also provided trucks, tanks, and guns for the movie.
Great effort was taken to make it an accurate depiction of American infantrymen at war. Overseas
combat veterans and a veteran war correspondent were advisors on the set. One of the combat vets
told Pyle, “At least | think it will be the most authentic war picture ever made.” One of Pyle’s friends
from Indiana was also on the set to make sure the character of Ernie Pyle was realistic. Pyle wrote that
he never cared for the title of the movie, but he was “too lazy” to think of a better one.'®

The movie was scheduled for release in July 1945. The producer promised that the first showings would
be to troops overseas.®
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The movie may have been authentic, but the promotional poster was pure Hollywood.
Robert Mitchum is in the center; Burgess Meredith is to the right.
(Internet Movie Database)

Ernie Pyle had already seen enough death and destruction to last a lifetime. But his wife’s struggles
made his homecoming more stressful than relaxing. There was still the rest of the story of World War I
to finish---out in the Pacific---so in February 1945, Ernie Pyle was going back to the war. He states his
reasons in his first column to appear in the La Crosse Tribune.
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} By ERNIE PYLE
ancisoo—Well, here we go again,

| page.

. from France. In four months of non-
etion a writer gets out of the habit. He for-
ke thythm of wordsy falls into the easy habit
; ing himself think or feel in self-expres-

#rst column is a man-killer. Your mind
iy resents the task of focusing itself
are scattered and 4#%u can't
s to put onto paper. Words come
1 have to think again. You curse the
r took up writing to make a living.
mtil I'm once more immersed in the routine
riting, and transported once more into
world of war, I'm afraid you'll have
tolerant with me.
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i pothing nice about the prospect of
to war again. Anybody who has been
to go back is a plain damn.fool

I can't stand America, or
fascination about war

because there’s a war on and
known all the time I was
simply because I've got

be the Pacificc. When 1 left
thought the war in Europe was
“we" because I mean almost
thought so. I felt it was so
come home and before the
again, that side of the war would
only the Pacific would be left,

that side. I suppose down in

four months since I wrote my last

going because I've got itchy g

Well Here We Go Again’

my heart I would rather go back to that side.
For over in Europe I know the tempo of the bat-
tle; I feel at home with it in a way, -

And yet I think it's best to sti th
original plan and go on to the Pacific.
a lot of guys in that war, too,
guys who are ﬂghun; on the other
different names, that's all. It is not
friends in Europe to desert them
Pacific for a while, «

I'm going with the navy this
navy is so dominant in the Pacific,
done very little in the past on that part of
service, I won't stay with the navy for the dura-
tion—probably two or three months, and then
;nctl: ashore again with my noble souls, the dough-
oots, :

Security forbids telling you just what the plans
are. Butl can say that I'l] iy .the Pacific
and join ship on the other side. Abokrd ship I'l
be out of touch with the world on long cruises.
It may be there will be lapses in the daily column,
simply because it's impossible to transmit these
pieces. But we'll do our best to kegp them go-
ing steadily, :
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I haven't figured out yet what I'm going to do
about seasickness. I'm one of those unfortunates
with a terrific stomach on land, but one turns
to whey and jelly when I get abomed p. I
know of nothing that submerges the muse in a
man as much as the constant compulsion to throw
up. Perhaps I should take along my ‘own oil to
spread on the troubled waters,

Friends warn me about all kinds of horrible
diseases in the Pacific. About dysentery, and

malaria, and fungus that gets in your ears and
our intestines, and that horrible disease
own as tiasis

Well, all I can say is that I'm God's gift to
germs. Those fungi will shout and leap for joy
when I show up. Maybe I can play the pied piper
role—maybe the germs will all follow me when I
get.'mm. and leave the rest of the boys free to

So what with disease, Japs, seasickness, and shot
and shell—you see I'm not too overwhelmed with
relief at starting owt-ugain. )

But there's one thing in my favor where I'm
going; one thing that will make life bearable when
all else is darkness and gloom. andthnom
thing is that, out in the Pacific, I'll be damned
good and stinking hot. Oh boy! '

(La Crosse Tribune, 1945 February 8, page 1)

Now the readers of the La Crosse Tribune would have the privilege of viewing the war through Ernie

Pyle’s window.




Jeff Rand
Adult Services Librarian
La Crosse Public Library
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