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King High Remembers James Pelissero
	The memories, events, and horrors of every war and historical altercation on this planet are kept alive by one group of noble people. Veterans of earth’s many wars strive to keep the purpose of every war alive through the personal stories that they withhold within themselves. James Pelissero, born February 20, 1925, was one of these very important veterans. Retelling for the first time the stories of his time in World War II that gave him nightmares until his death on June 30, 2004, helped to preserve his memory and the memory of his importance in World War II. Drafted into the United States Army at 17 years old, James Pelissero went through an experience that no soldier should have had to go through. His story of his time in the service turned out to not only a preservation of his memory for his family but also a preservation of the legacy of World War II.
	James Pelissero, or Jim as his close friends called him, was born February 20, 1925 in Monongahela, Pennsylvania. Friends of James’ mother Quintalia, who treated his family very well, built the house he grew up in. This house still stands in Monongahela today, and James’ younger brother still lives there. James went through elementary school at a very small school that contained no more than four classrooms. He had a normal childhood life and was as mischievous as one could expect a child to be, which included dipping a girl’s hair in ink and breaking the paddle as his teacher was about to punish him. As a teenager, James made a living doing small jobs with low pay. At about this time, James heard that Germany had invaded Poland and that World War II had begun. When the war started, James, at 15 years old, was too young to enlist, so instead he got a job at a steel mill making 78 cents an hour and bringing home about $37.50 a week. When he got his weekly pay, James turned the money over to his mother, who in turn gave him fifty cents for his personal use; the same was true for his father and brother. James worked at the steel mill until the time of the draft in 1943. At 17 years old, James was finally old enough to join the war effort, and in 1943 he was drafted into the United States Army.
	After being drafted into the Army, James was sent to Fort George G. Mead in Maryland, which was an entry camp where the drafted soldiers first reported. From there, he was sent to Camp Butler near Raleigh North Carolina for 90 days of basic training. After basic training, James was put into an engineering division and was sent to Tennessee to build a landing field. In Tennessee, he operated as a dump truck and tractor driver. From there, he was sent to camp Myles Standish in Boston. While at Boston, his unit was given quarters on a ship along with many others. One morning, James woke up to find that the ship was in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean on its way to Europe and the war.
	Once landed in England, James’ unit was sent to Stratford and set up quarters in a castle. As a member of the U.S. Army, James Pelissero did not always behave according to the rulebook. One night, as James and a group of his friends were getting rowdy, a group of officers came to break things up, and while trying to round the men up, James insulted one of the officers. Saying “Hey, you son of a bitch,” to a second lieutenant caused James to be cuffed for his behavior. The next day, James was sent to the commanding officer, lectured for his behavior and was given “crap” duty, which means that James had to clean the pans into which the soldiers dumped their waste and had to dry out their clothes in a Quonset hut. After about three days of the “crap” duty, James decided to start having fun with his new duty, which caused him to be sent to see his superior officer again and was told not to insult a second lieutenant, but to instead insult him if the need comes about.
	After Stratford, James’ unit was sent to Liverpool where they stayed a few days before being loaded onto ships. One morning, James woke up and found again that the ship was in the middle of the ocean, crossing the English Channel. Being in the engineering division, James was sent to Omaha beach three or four days after D-Day to clean up the mess on the beach so that more troops could land and advance. James was in a detached unit and was sent anywhere they were needed. James operated a bulldozer and had to clean up bodies and debris in order to build a bridge. After this day was over, James and a friend took a jeep back to headquarters in the rain and dark, since visibility was poor they ended up getting lost and found a Red Cross vehicle that made donuts for the soldiers. James and his friend stayed there for a few days. 
	James was sent on different assignments at that time while advancing into Europe. When James’ detachment was 30 miles into France, a German spy plane named Bedshake Charlie would fly over shooting flares to look for American outposts and ammunition and fuel depots. One of these depots was located across from the headquarters where James’ detachment was encamped. All the soldiers were told to keep their clothes on at night in case everyone would have to run, but of course James, being reluctant to do what he was told, decided that he did not like the idea of sleeping in his clothes and he removed them at night. Then one night, at about one in the morning, the Germans began to bomb this ammunition depot and the Americans scattered. James, having no clothes on, dove into a ditch to hide, and was not very popular with his company, until he was able to clean himself up the next day. . 
	Being in the army during time of war, fun was a pleasure that was not found very often by the soldiers, but James managed to find what fun he could.  One day James came upon an abundance of flares and a flare gun that the Germans had left behind, and he began to shoot the flares into the air and was having a “jolly good time” watching the many colors the flares created. While he was having “fun”, a colonel in a jeep came up to him and got his name and rank, but James didn’t think much about the incident until, while waiting for his next assignment, James received a letter stating that he was to be court-marshaled. He was taken off the bulldozer and was given KP duty for three weeks. One evening after dinner, a lieutenant came up to James and told him to come with him to be court-marshaled. Taking James underneath a tree the lieutenant, acting as the court, fined him two thirds of one month’s pay and demoted him to private as a punishment and this was the extend of the court-marshal. 
	James’ company then received a call from the frontlines 30 miles away. His division set off to rebuild a bridge that the Allies needed, and while rebuilding this bridge, James’ company came under heavy fire, but luckily the tractor he was working in had a bulletproof cab. This however, did not stop an artillery shell from disabling the tractor and putting James’ life at risk. The tractor had to be pulled back for repairs and once repaired, the bridge was rebuilt. 
	Christmas was now slowly approaching and the Allies needed ten percent of every unit to join General Patton’s army on the frontlines because the Germans were pushing through. This came to be known as the Battle of the Bulge. James was one of the lucky ninety percent to not be selected for transfer to Patton’s army. His close friend though, Chris Demeteo, was chosen to join Patton, and Demeteo was extremely reluctant to go for he had a wife and children at home. For reasons that James was unsure of, he offered to go in Demeteo’s place. This single sacrifice for a friend will lead to a war experience that James could neither talk about nor wanted to remember. 
	James was placed into an infantry division even though he had not fired a gun since basic training back in the States. When he reached the frontlines at the Battle of the Bulge, it was December 24, 1944, Christmas Eve. At this time, James had only been in the infantry division for four days, and he was sent to a small town in Luxembourg known as Four Corners. The Allies planned to dig in at night and push the Germans back in the morning and stay in the town until a few days after Christmas. Following his company, James dug in and took some hay from a farmhouse to keep his foxhole warm, but while carrying this hay back to his foxhole, he fell into a septic tank and became unaware that he had broken his foot. James regained his composure, got himself up, took up his hay and went back to the foxhole. That night, the Germans invaded the town and “all hell broke loose.” As the Germans advanced towards James and his company with a tank leading the way, James’ Lieutenant yelled, “Has anybody ever fired a bazooka?” Remembering his bazooka training from basic back in the States, James announced that he knew how, and as one man loaded the gun, James waited for the tank to turn, revealing the tracks. Taking careful aim James immobilized the tank, stopping its advance, but the tank’s cannon was still operational. The German tank began to obliterate the farmhouse where James was firing from. After destroying the farmhouse, the Germans threw a concussion grenade into the basement, knocking out James.
	When he regained consciousness, there was debris on him and a German had a gun in his face. After the debris was removed, he limped out of the basement under guard to rejoin his regiment. Even though he was a prisoner, James was very thankful that he was captured by the Germans and not the S.S. because the S.S. wanted nothing to do with prisoners and did not think twice before executing Americans. Some of the prisoners, including James, were sent to see the German captain who could “speak better English then they could.” The captain wanted to know which division the men were from and what their plans were. The German captain told them that he knew they were from the 69th division and were in the 28th infantry division. So, James told him “If you know this, you know a hell of a lot more than me.” Once outside, the Germans were having the prisoners walk backwards and the Germans would later decide what to do with them. They took the prisoners to a farmhouse, fed them some “excellent potato soup”, and waited for the rest of the German army to catch up with them. Once the rest of the Germans arrived, the prisoners were packed into boxcars tighter than sardines. They were kept on this train for five days and were taken to a community on the Rhine River in eastern Germany where there was an airplane factory built into the hills. The POWs were sent here on work detail where once a day they were given a slice of bread, a bowl of soup, and a small amount of salami. After a week, the POWs only received soup and bread and shortly thereafter, only soup. 
	By this time, the POWs were starving and were beginning to suffer from malnutrition, as well as being infested with ticks and large lice, which chewed up his chest and stomach making life extremely miserable for all of them. Eventually, they were given a shower and were de-loused, but the lice soon returned. While out marching one day, the POWs passed a field full of potatoes. James then snuck over and took a few, stuffing them into his pants. The way the potatoes bulged made it obvious he had them in there, yet when James returned to camp and approached the guard at the gate, the guard turned in a complete circle as to intentionally avoid seeing James, and he was able to pass the guard and share the potatoes with his friends. A few days later, James asked the guard about this and the guard explained how his own son is a POW in America and always writes saying how well he is treated. The German guard felt that letting James pass with the potatoes was the best he could do. 
	At this new POW camp James was sent to, there were no showers or bathrooms and the prisoners had to do their business in a slit trench. The only facility this camp had was a large building containing many coffins. The Germans were getting angry with the prisoners for having too much leisure and not working enough. So, the prisoners were awakened at 4 am for roll call and were forced to stand outside with poor clothing in well below freezing temperatures. While standing in line for roll call, one of the prisoners gave a signal and James along with fourteen other POWs scattered in different directions. By eleven o’ clock in the morning, James was one of the only ones the Germans had not yet found while the others were thrown into a small holding cell. Thirty minutes later, the Germans found James hiding in one of the coffins with the lid opened just enough for him to breathe, and along with the other prisoners, James was beaten and thrown into solitary confinement. 
	Within about a month in the camp, the POWs had organized an escape committee and they decided that some people needed to escape to cause trouble for the Germans. James was chosen as one of the six to escape, and he managed to escape the camp without any altercation and, while nearly freezing to death, ran towards freedom. Following a stream into civilization, the prisoners broke off into three pairs so they would have better odds. James and his fellow escapees had found a group of French people and told them that they were POW escapees. Hoping to be rescued, the French instead turned them over to the German guards and they were all taken back into custody. The Germans then took James and his buddies back to the POW camp where they were beaten and put into solitary confinement once again. 
	During this time, the Russians were advancing towards the Germans from the North while the Americans advanced from the South. One morning, the POWs woke up to see American planes flying over. There were so many planes flying over that “you could not even see the sky.” They then commenced the bombing of a German depot and command post twenty miles away from James’ POW camp. The war was nearing an end. The Germans decided that the Russians were advancing too close to their position, so the POWs were packed up and were sent to march to another camp. After being on the road for half a day, the Germans ran into the Russians and surrendered. The Russians let the POWs go off on their own and find their own way. With some luck on his side, James found a panel truck along the side of the road with the keys in it. With the truck packed full of his American POW friends, James went driving down the road towards the American lines. After driving for a few miles, they found some American troops in a jeep. The POWs had finally been saved.
	After finding the Americans, an officer ordered the soldiers to get the POWs back to headquarters, give them a shower, new clothes, and send them to the hospital. After being given a shower and new clothes, the hospital gave the POWs some light foods and began the recuperation process to return the men into a normal state where they could begin eating normal food and having normal lives again. James describes the happiness and joy of being free was the most joy anyone could ever experience. James describes his experience in the POW camp as something no outsider could ever understand and as a horrible nightmare come to life.
	After being in the hospital for three days, James was loaded onto an airplane and sent from Germany to France to the main hospital for the Allies. After being there for a week, James and the other POWs were boarded onto ships and sent back to New York. When James saw the Statue of Liberty, he thought of it as the most beautiful sight he had ever seen in his life “with her flame raised so high, greeting [him] and welcoming [him] back home.” From New York, James was sent to Fort Dix, New Jersey where all incoming POWs were sent. Here, James was given a physical and three months pay and was sent home. 
	When James had arrived at home, it was June of 1945. After James’ very happy reunion with his family, he was given a Fourth of July party in his honor where the family also celebrated Christmas for him. He was then given two weeks rest and relaxation at the Vanderbilt Mansion in North Carolina. After this, James was assigned to an army camp in Riverside, California. Once reporting at camp, James was given his walking papers and his service in the United States military had for the moment come to an end. He did not want to leave the army though and was in no way going to be simply “mustered” out. James then returned to Pennsylvania, spoke to the proper authorities and reenlisted into the U.S. army for a second term. James really wanted to go back overseas but being a POW, the military would not allow him to do so and stationed him at March Air Force Base in Riverside, California where he was assigned to do the kitchen duties in the officer’s club. At March Base, there was a German POW who always gave the officers a lot of trouble. One day, this POW was sitting on a stair railing and was giving James an overwhelming amount of grief, so, James backslapped him and accidentally sent the German tumbling down the stairs, hurting him. This incident landed James in another court hearing. He was called into a meeting one afternoon with General Archie Ole who told him not to worry about the situation anymore and that he would take care of the rest and the case was dropped. By this time, James had reached the age of twenty and was offered a discharge in which he refused, so he reenlisted for another three years.
	One evening while working as a waiter in the officer’s club, James saw “the most beautiful woman you had ever seen.” This woman was named Billy-Jean Taylor. James went on a few dates with her and eventually got married on June 30, 1948. He knew he could not support a family with the salary the army supplied him, so he found a job at a bottling company. Billy then gave James three children, two boys and a girl. After ten years of marriage, Billy and James felt they needed a divorce, so they broke apart but stayed close friends so as not to hurt the children. Several years later, he then met a very beautiful and sweet lady named Loretta that would be with him until the very end. She brought two other children into the marriage and they had a little girl together. James worked as a business agent for the Teamsters, and after a heart attack and an early retirement, he and Loretta then started an upholstery business together, which was very successful. They bought a trailer and began taking short weekend trips, then taking longer trips traveling all over the country. They then bought a motor home, sold their land and house, moved into their motor home full-time and traveled all over the US and Canada. 
	In the early ‘90s, James was diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease. This is a disease that over time slowly disintegrates the nervous system. Many doctors and scientists believe that this disease is caused from malnutrition and the lack of proper care from his time as a POW. James was given ten years by the doctors to live and like many other things in his noble and esteemed life, he surpassed this deadline and went above and beyond. On June 30, 2004, James Pelissero passed away from Parkinson’s disease and left behind a very proud and important legacy that he was able to give to not only his family but also his country.
	Veterans of war all have sincere importance in their lives. The history of James Pelissero is an important part of history for his family, for the sanctity of World War II, and most importantly for America. The most important and touching piece of James’ story is when he chose to sacrifice himself for a friend during the Battle of the Bulge. If he had not performed this noble act, James’ would never have had to suffer as a POW and would never have had to live through the horrible memories and nightmares that constantly haunted him. His story would not have been so very difficult to tell, constantly bringing tears to the eyes that have seen so much horror for such a dignified cause. His selfless act was a symbol for everything an American and America should stand for. James’s story of his life preserves the meaning of a true American hero and his selfless acts are what make his story and his life important to this noble country. By passing on this story to the next generation, James actions in the war and in life will act as beacon for all those who question what a true American should be.
	
	
	
	

