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Dr. Tom Nelson

Thomas Eugene Nelson was born in Leigh, Nebraska on April 26, 1926.  He grew up with four siblings, his mother, Florence, and father, Hans Christian, or “Chris”.  While in Leigh, Tom’s class consisted of four girls and one boy, besides himself.  The family later moved to Central City, Nebraska, when Tom was eight years old, due to financial hardships during the depression of the 1930’s.  However, the Nelson family was able to become renters, and later even purchased a house from the county who had repossessed it.  Tom describes having a “wonderful youth because of [his] family, friends, and teachers, all of whom helped shape [his] physical, mental and spiritual experiences.  Baseball, swimming, camping, basketball, and later dancing, were a few of Tom’s main hobbies while growing up.
On December 7, 1941, Tom was a sophomore in high school, and remembers being with some of his friends when he heard the shocking news about the attack on Pearl Harbor.  It was a very confusing time, and as a child, Tom didn’t quite know what to expect.  However, everyone at that time was expecting to enter the war as a united nation.
After graduating high school, Tom enlisted into the Army along with many of other students.  He first spent two terms at the University of Nebraska.  Then was called into the Army to attend Specialized Training at the University of Iowa to study engineering.  Tom was then transferred to the infantry to train at Camp Robinson, Arkansas for three months of basic training when he was merely 18 years old.  Fortunately, Tom had been in ROTC, so he wasn’t completely naïve to basic commands and responsibilities, but training was still difficult.  When those few months of training were completed, the men were deemed ready for combat duty in Europe.  Tom was injured in training, however, and was not called overseas right away.  Due to the serious number of casualties during the “Battle of the Bulge”, he was sent over seas for duty.  Traveling on the Queen Elizabeth luxury ship in December 1944, Tom joined 8,000 other troops on a five-day journey from New York to Glasgow, Scotland.  Sixteen men were fit into cabins designed for two, however Tom thought this trip was enjoyable.  Tom hadn’t ever been on a ship, and the troops were fed well; two meals a day, and fruit for snacks in their cabins.  The ship traveled in a zigzag pattern to avoid enemy submarines.
A day trip took Tom from Glasgow to Southampton, England, by troop train, where he then boarded a ship to cross the English Channel to La Havre, France.  For three days, Tom lived in a railroad car called a 40 & 8 (short for 40 soldiers or 8 horses) on his way to the Vogue Mountains during a cold, snowy January in France.  When he arrived, he joined up with the unit he had been assigned to: G Company, 179th Infantry Regiment, 45th Division.  Normally, companies consist of about 187 men, and 6 officers; Tom’s consisted of less than 40 men and 2 officers because replacements for wounded and killed were not available.
	Tom’s unit was stationed in foxholes.  It overlooked a no man’s land valley, which provided a good view of the Germans at the bottom of the valley.  “We could often hear them pounding nails into posts, and could occasionally see them working,” Tom recalled.  However, they were too far away to fire upon or fear.
	The first night Tom spent in that foxhole was unforgettable.  The night was pitch black and freezing cold.  All that could be seen were the balls of fire and tracer bullets flying over the valley.  Tom described this experience saying it was unbelievable “how cannon shells can be seen as large shooting stars moving in an arc across the sky, and how the artificial moonlight from search lamps directed along the defense line can be so mystifying when you have never seen that.”  Tom also recalled being so completely terrified that his body shook uncontrollably the first night.  “I can remember thinking that if I didn’t do something my body would fall apart.”  Eventually, Tom either fell asleep from exhaustion or became unconscious while lying on the floor of the foxhole, curled up into the tightest ball possible.  He was often afraid after that night, but never to the as extreme as his first night.
	On February 17, Tom’s regiment got a break.  He and his new partner were assigned to stay in a village house.  The house was owned my Madam Roscheau and the two boys stayed in an upstairs bedroom.  The family living there consisted of a kooky aunt, a son John, 19, and two daughters, Paulette, 23, and Marie, 17.  This family was very friendly, and Tom even became fairly fluent in speaking with them due to his two previous years of high school French.  During this time, Tom was still being trained for combat.  Learning to use a bazooka was the main focus of his training during the break.
	This time of leisure ended all too soon, and Tom was ordered back to duty on March 14.  The regiment was shipped toward the Rhine River, toward Munich.  They then had to walk with their weapons, canteen, ammunition and a spoon in their boots.  Ordered to strike independently, Tom’s regiment joined the 157th and 180th Regimental Combat Teams to clear the bypassed towns of Bliesmengen and Bolchen.  The men successfully cleared the towns of enemy soldiers, and took 28 prisoners.
Tom also recalls going from house to house, searching each room, and when cleared, moving to the next house.  Several incidents of combat and near death experiences still run through his mind.
	One very significant memory was when Tom’s regiment was ordered to cross the Rhine River, to the heart of Germany.  The crossing was scheduled to be on March 26 at 2:30 am on a moonless night of pitch-black darkness.  This night would have gone perfectly to plan, except the boats made too much noise when starting up, so the Germans on the other side knew right away as to what was about to happen.  The enemies began to furiously bombard Tom’s regiment with small arms fire.  Within seconds of their boat reaching shore, a large shell exploded right at the point of their landing, and eight soldiers were wounded, including Tom.  He then spotted his sergeant in the water, yelling for help because he had been blinded by the blast.  Tom grabbed him by the arm and pulled him to shore.  They quickly got onto the next available boat and went back to the other side.  A medic met them on the other side and took them to a first aid station.  They were then loaded into an ambulance and taken to a field hospital where Tom was operated on later that night to remove shrapnel from his arm, wrist and face.  His right eardrum was also broken, but left to heal naturally, which it did, and caused no permanent loss of hearing.
	Recovery from his wounds didn’t take long, however Tom became ill with Yellow Jaundice, from a liver infection, which had been caused by dirty needles from the penicillin treatment.  This hepatitis took much longer to heal than the wounds, but soon Tom was strong enough again to return to his company just days after the war ended in Europe. Before returning home, however, Tom and his Division continued to carry out specific military duties.  He and his fellow soldiers went to a prison to assist the processing of German soldiers from the prison, back to civilian life.  From there Tom went to Dacou, the concentration camp that has had so much publicity for the violence that occurred there.  
During the Division’s journey to where they would depart Europe and head for Japan, some of the men, including Tom, searched Adolf Hitler’s home and found a safe.  After blowing the lock off, some men pulled out some very expensive jewelry and some gold bars.  They were instructed to put everything back, however, while walking back through the house, Tom picked up a set of silver coasters with the initials “AH” engraved into them.
As a division unit, the men prepared to leave Europe on the French ship, Aquitania, but the war in the Pacific was brought to a sudden close with the detonations of the two atomic bombs in Japan.  Their journey on the ship continued, but would end in New York, and ended up being the first full division to be returned to the US at the end of the war.
Their arrival into New York was probably one of the most exciting experiences Tom said he had ever had.  The sight of the Statue of Liberty and the hundreds of people waving handkerchiefs from office windows was an overwhelming emotional event.
Tom soon returned home, and greeted his family with even more excitement and emotion than was felt at the harbor.  The service soon discharged Tom and gave him tuition, books and paid him $105 each month to complete his last years of college.  He graduated from No Illinois College of Optometry in June of 1949.
Overall, Tom liked being in the army.  He had a good time and didn’t mind being away from home.  He liked meeting new people, and had a girlfriend, Carolyn Alexander, who wrote to him every day he was over seas.  He received a Purple Heart, a Combat Infantry badge and a Good Conduct Medal.  
Tom later became an Optometrist in Costa Mesa, got married, and had four loving and successful children.  He now lives in Seal Beach Leisure World, has four beautiful children that have become successful members of society and are now raising their own teenage daughters.  Tom enjoys life in every aspect.  
Dr. Nelson closed the interview with, “I appreciate all the opportunities that our country has provided to all of us, and with the education necessary for a life of service to our fellow man.”  
As students, we have gained a new found appreciation for the brave and selfless men who have risked their lives fighting for the privileges and freedoms we now enjoy today.

