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MailCall No. 2428 
December 1, 2019 

 

517th Parachute Infantry Regiment 

460th Parachute Field Artillery Battalion 

596th Parachute Combat Engineer Company 
 

MailCall News 
 

 
Hello, 
 

My name is Roy Roberts and I am a 98-year-old 
veteran. I’m trying finish a book which will have the 
162 letters that I wrote to my wife and my war 
experiences and pictures I took while overseas. 
  
I also add my war experiences which I could never 
write in the letters at that time as it would be 
censored. If possible, I would like to use this picture 
because it depicts the mail call experiences that I 
had. Would I be able to include this in my book? 
  
I am attaching the cover I plan on using for my 
book—that is a picture of me writing a letter to my 
wife in Germany. 
  
Thank you. 
  
Roy Roberts 
Apt. 309  
2000 E. College Ave. 
Normal, IL 61761 
 

 
 
Hi Roy,  
 
Sounds like a wonderful book.  What unit were you with? 
 
What picture are you looking to use?   
 
Bob Barrett 
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Hello Bob! 
 
I was in 47th Tank Battalion and 14th Armored 
Division. * 
 
The picture that I would like to use is attached to this 
email. 
 
Thank you for a quick response. 
 
Roy Roberts 

 
 
* The 14th Armored Division landed at Marseille in 

southern France, on 29 October 1944. Within two weeks some of its elements were in combat, maintaining 

defensive positions along the Franco-Italian frontier. The division was assigned to US 6th Army Group on 1 

November. On 10 November, the division was assigned to US Seventh Army. On 12 November the Combat 

Command Reserve (CCR) was detached, and ordered to the Maritime Alps by 6th Army Group to relieve units in 

defensive positions there. On 15 November, Combat Command A moved north from the area of Marseille 

to Epinal to take part in the VI Corps drive through the Vosges Mountains, and was followed by Combat 

Command B five days later. Hard fighting at Gertwiller, Benfeld, and Barr helped VI Corps to crack the German 

defenses, the division was on the Alsatian Plain in early December. On 17 December the division attacked across 

the Lauter River into Germany itself, along with the other units of VI Corps, it fought its way into a heavily 

defended portion of the German Westwall. Due to the growing crisis in the Ardennes, General Eisenhower, the 

supreme commander, ordered the Seventh Army to stop its attack and withdraw from the Westwall, where its units 

assumed positions south of the Lauter River. The order was poorly timed as elements of the 14th Armored 

Division had penetrated deep into the German defenses, and were poised to break out into the enemy's rear. 
 
From:  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/14th_Armored_Division_(United_States) 

 
 
Hi Roy,   
 
As far as I am concerned, you are more than welcome to copy that image.  Here is a direct link to the 
full-size image (792 x 554 pixels): http://517prct.org/images/mailcall3.jpg 
 
Unfortunately, I don’t own the rights to this image and it’s not from one of our 517th troopers.  I’m sure I 
copied it years ago from other sites.  You can still find it on many other internet locations, and my 
MailCall audience is small and informal, so I didn’t worry too much about attribution, especially when it 
was borrowed from someone else.  Being a war-time image, it is most likely from Army photographers, 
and I believe that these government records are typically described as open rights.  (Your tax dollars 
paid for them.)   Almost all of them are noted as “National Archives”.    For your book, you’ll have to 
make your own decisions, or maybe find in in the National Archives. 
 
See  similar examples at: https://p47koji.com/2016/01/21/wwii-packages-from-home/ and 
https://postalmuseum.si.edu/mailcall/3.html 
 
Bob Barrett 
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From: https://postalmuseum.si.edu/exhibits/past/the-art-of-cards-and-letters/mail-call/v-mail.html 
 
 

V, or Victory mail, was a valuable tool for the 

military during World War II. The process, 

which originated in England, was the 

microfilming of specially designed letter sheets. 

Instead of using valuable cargo space to ship whole letters overseas, microfilmed copies were sent 

in their stead and then "blown up" at an overseas destination before being delivered to military 

personnel.  

V-mail ensured that thousands of tons of shipping space could be reserved for war materials. The 

37 mail bags required to carry 150,000 one-page letters could be replaced by a single mail sack. 

The weight of that same amount of mail was reduced dramatically from 2,575 pounds to a mere 

45. The blue-striped cardboard containers held V-mail letter forms.  

The system of microfilming letters was based on the use of special V-mail letter-sheets, which 

were a combination of letter and envelope. The letter-sheets were constructed and gummed so as 

to fold into a uniform and distinctively marked envelope. The user wrote the message in the 

limited space provided, added the name and address of the recipient, folded the form, affixed 

postage, if necessary, and mailed the letter. V-mail correspondence was then reduced to thumb-

nail size on microfilm. The rolls of film were sent to prescribed destinations for developing at a 

receiving station near the addressee. Finally, individual facsimiles of the letter-sheets were 

reproduced about one-quarter the original size and the miniature mail was then delivered to the 

addressee.  

The first large Army operated V-mail station overseas was opened on April 15, 1943 at 

Casablanca, North Africa. Hastily set up in a field following the Allied invasion of North Africa, 

this makeshift station continued to operate until September 15, 1943. Between June 15, 1942 and 

April 1, 1945, 556,513,795 pieces of V-mail were sent from the U.S. to military post offices and 

over 510 million pieces were received from military personnel abroad. In spite of the patriotic 

draw of V-mail, most people still sent regular first class mail. In 1944, for instance, Navy 

personnel received 38 million pieces of V-mail, but over 272 million pieces of regular first class 

mail. 

 

 

A short, 1944 newsreel describing V-Mail produced by the Office of War Information. 
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V-Mail from Lenard Del Carlo:  
 
 
Dear Mom: Effective immediately [...] do not 
send any more mail to me [...] for military 
reasons." August 2, 1946 (Sent a few weeks 
before he arrived home.) –  
 
submitted by Robert S. Del Carlo 
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From:  https://p47koji.com/2016/01/21/wwii-packages-from-home/ 
 

The Journey of a WWII Package 
 

During WWII, a package sent from home took weeks if 
not months for a soldier to get it…  Or in the worse 
possible scenario, the young man would never receive 
their package from home because they were either 
killed or missing as this photo below graphically 
shows.  It would exponentially worsen for the family as 
they would have likely received the infamous telegrams 
only to have the battered package marked 
“DECEASED” left at their doorstep many weeks later: 
 
 
The packages from home would make their way via 
ship.  For the European Theater of War and before D-
Day, a number of supply ships were likely attacked or 
sunk by U-Boats.  After surviving the voyage and 
unloading at a European port (permanent or man-made 
like at Normandy), the packages, along with sacks of 
mail, would be transferred to trucks. 

 
Europe did have mapped roads making delivery 
somewhat more certain but the trucks were 
subject to destruction via enemy air attacks, 
shelling or road mines.  I understand mail pieces 
were primarily sorted at battalion headquarters 
then filtered down to a company or OP level which 
could be moving in the course of battle. 
 
Making it to the individual soldier was not a sure 
thing.  The package would have to make its way to 
the platoon then to the individual soldier’s last 
known position.  Perhaps there was a makeshift 
“post office” but if the front was fluid, their location 
would be a question mark.  Communication with a 
unit on the move was by field radio with an 
average range of five miles or so until actual 
phone lines could be reeled off (above). 
 

 

 
 
These soldiers were lucky to be able to use a 
jeep to reel off phone line. My thought would be 
the area was pretty secure. Otherwise, foot 
soldiers would have to work through the combat 
zone and quietly lay down then cover up the 
phone lines. Signal Corps photo. 
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All of these packages – many for Christmas of 1944 – were 
returned as they were undeliverable. All are marked “Deceased” 
or “Missing”, visible if you enlarge the picture. I cannot imagine 
how the sender felt having the package being returned. National 
Archives. 
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Dear Bob: 
 
Happy Thanksgiving to you and all of the 517 families.  Thank you for another excellent Mail Call.   
 
Happy birthday to Zoot Snyder and a WOW award to his granddaughter on the birthday cake she 
made. It is impressive how she decorated it. So glad they took pictures. Thank you for sharing them with 
us. 
 
Congratulations to Joe Bail on receiving France’s highest award. Please tell him thank you for 
representing the 517 family for Le Muy celebration. That community is so appreciative. Hearing the 
description of his family’s visit reminded me of when we visited for Bastille day with my Dad in 2005. 
Such fond memories of that community and its appreciation for the American sacrifices.  
 
And the pictures and story about the Van Ness family’s tradition of pinning their grandfather’s jump 
wings on each successive generation was very moving. 
 
Thank you for on the most faithful Belgian remembrances of the 517 sacrifices. Blessings on the 
Targnions.  
 
Pat Seitz  

 
 
Hi, Bob, and Happy Thanksgiving to all!  
 
What a great Mail Call you just sent - so happy to see the report of Zoot Snyder's 95th birthday, with a 
cake that is the envy of any 517 trooper!  Wow!  
 
Also lovely to see the piece on Joe Bail from years ago - and always great to hear from Tim Curtis and 
Pat Seitz.   
 
Thank you to Denis Sura, who helped so much on the patch project!  Greatly appreciated!  
 
And our dear friends in Trois Ponts Irma and Arnold Targnion - thank you so much for continuing to 
remember the service of the men of the 517.  We so appreciate your enduring friendship.   
 
Dad, Kaare Allan Johnson, 596, was 95 in May and still going strong.  He continues to work a day a 
week and just last week got hearing aids - his first pair - from the VA.  We found the local VA facility at 
Lyons to be wonderful and the audiologist especially to be great.  He's still getting used to them but 
we're optimistic!  
 
Happy Thanksgiving to all!  
 
Claire Giblin  
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Subject: My son Chris' battle with cancer - helping his kids 
 
Dear Friends and Family, 
 
As many of you know, my youngest son, Chris, was diagnosed with stomach cancer earlier this 
year.  He has fought valiantly but unfortunately the type of cancer he has is very aggressive and he is 
loosing his battle.  His biggest concern is for his two young children, Lily and Cody, ages 5 and 9.    My 
daughter Maya is creating a trust to help with the kids medical and dental care, school expenses and 
extracurricular activities.   We are hoping to create a fund that will get the kids through their school 
years.   If you are able to contribute  please click on the link below.   We would also be grateful if you 
could share the link with any of your friends or on social media.    
 
gf.me/u/wvc58c 
 
Wishing all of you a very happy, safe and healthy Thanksgiving.   I am grateful for your friendship. 
 
Phil McSpadden

 

From :   https://www.chicagotribune.com/entertainment/movies/ct-jimmy-stewart-book-mov-1202-
20161201-column.html 

How Jimmy Stewart's war service affected 'It's a Wonderful Life' 
By NINA METZ 

NOV 30, 2016 | 6:49 PM 

As we stare headlong into the 

approaching holiday season, the 

1946 James Stewart classic "It's a 

Wonderful Life" is set to make its 

annual television appearance 

Saturday on NBC. It was the first 

movie Stewart made when he 

returned home after serving as a pilot 

in World War II, an experience that 

left him adrift and not without 

psychological fallout. 

Author Robert Matzen writes about 

this postwar period in the actor's 

career in the new nonfiction book, 

"Mission: Jimmy Stewart and the 

Fight for Europe," and said that 

during the course of his research, he 

spoke with "the guys that flew with 

him, who told me about the fact that he went flak-happy on a couple of occasions — which means shell shock, 

battle fatigue, what we now know as PTSD. He wasn't afraid of bombs or bullets. He was afraid of making a 

mistake and causing someone to die. That was his endless stress, and that's what ended up grounding him." 

 

James Stewart, center, and Donna Reed in "It's A Wonderful Life." 

(RKO Radio Pictures) 
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Which is to say that much of George Bailey's angst was, to some extent, Stewart's own. Before agreeing to do the 

film with director Frank Capra (recently back from the war himself), he considered quitting acting altogether. 

"It's a Wonderful Life" (which will screen several times this month at the Music Box in a double feature with 

"White Christmas" starting Dec. 10) helped set him back on a path in Hollywood. 

"The war had changed Jim down to the molecular level," Matzen writes in the book. "He could never begin to 

articulate what those four-and-a-half years, including fifteen months in combat, had done to him. One thing he 

could do was express a bit of it on-screen." 

Once he committed to doing his first film as a veteran, Matzen paints a portrait of what it was like on set: 

"Now he was running for his life, Jim Stewart, former squadron commander of the 703rd. 'Merry Christmas, 

Bedford Falls!' he called into the hot air of Encino. 'Merry Christmas, you old Building and Loan!' Suddenly, he 

wanted to be a part of Hollywood where he felt comfortable and safe." 

The following is an edited conversation with Matzen about Stewart and "It's a Wonderful Life," which will also 

screen at Symphony Hall on Dec. 9-11 accompanied live by the Chicago Symphony Orchestra with the Chicago 

Symphony Chorus. 

Q: When did Stewart return stateside after the war? 

A: He flew his final mission at the end of February 1945 and he was grounded because of his PTSD issues and 

then he came back at the end of August. 

He returned to Indiana, Penn., where his parents lived and he's home for a week or 10 days and realizes, "I have to 

go back and face Hollywood. I've been away for five years, other people are taking my roles." There's a whole new 

generation of leading men that are younger or more vital, and he didn't know where he fit anymore. 

So he goes back to Hollywood and has no place to even live — he lives with Henry Fonda, who offers him a room. 

Fonda had just come back from the Pacific, and they both just sort of unwound and didn't get any job offers. The 

only job offer Stewart had was, Louis B. Mayer, his old boss at MGM, said, "Let's do 'The Jimmy Stewart Story' 

— we can show you flying over Frankfurt, we can show you as a military hero." And Stewart said no. He wouldn't 

talk about it. 

Q: Why wasn't he getting job offers? 

A: He came back looking like hell. There's a before-and-after photo in the book that shows him in 1942 looking all 

youthful, and then in 1944 looking like hell. And now there were stars like Gregory Peck who were getting roles 

he might have gotten. 

But it was only a couple of months until Capra called with this idea of "It's a Wonderful Life." 

The back story here is that Stewart, very publicly, when he got back from the war was asked, "If you're going to 

make a picture now, what do you want to make?"  And he said, "A comedy, I have to make a comedy. The world 

has seen too much trauma and horror and suffering." 

So when Capra calls, Stewart gets his agent, Lew Wasserman, and they sit down with Capra, who tries to tell them 

the story, telling him about this role and how only Stewart can do it and it's about a guy who wants to commit 

suicide. And Stewart's like, "Well, wait a minute. That's not what I want to do." 

Capra had a diary where he jotted down notes about how that went, and the meeting went so bad that Stewart got 

up and walked out. He just couldn't even wrap his head around, "You want me to do what?" Stewart was not happy 

with the idea and was not open to it — until, I guess, Wasserman must have said, "You've got no other offers." 

Q: What was it like on set, since it sounds like Stewart was a reluctant participant? 
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A: Capra had supreme confidence in this story. Stewart not so much, but he got on board with it. It was this sense 

of, "This is our last shot. Hollywood went on without us, we're not getting any younger, and if this bombs after 

we've both been away for five years …" 

But if you watch that performance by Stewart, there was a lot of rage in it and it's an on-the-edge performance 

because that's what those guys were feeling — they were scared that this wasn't going to work. That the audience 

wasn't going to buy it. Donna Reed (playing Stewart's wife in the film) is one of the eyewitnesses who said, "This 

was not a happy set." These guys were very tense. They would go off and huddle say, "Should we try this? Should 

we try that?" And it proceeded that way for months. 

They started shooting at the beginning of '46 and it was a long shoot, it went into June. It was a very expensive, 

exhaustive production. It cost $3 million to make the thing. 

Q: Was Stewart also on edge because he was still working through some of his PTSD? 

A: Oh, absolutely. At this point, he had just started to eat again. He always had a high metabolism and always had 

trouble digesting food, and during the war it got worse and worse. He himself said that the only thing he subsisted 

on was peanut butter and ice cream. He just hadn't been able keep food down. Now he's starting to gain weight. 

But he's still having nightmares and the shakes and the sweats. He's got some hearing loss now, from the sound of 

the bombers on those seven-, eight-hour missions. So now you have an actor who, it's not easy for him to hear his 

cues. 

Q: He wasn't of the Method actor generation, but it sounds like he was, intentionally or not, drawing from 

his life in that performance, especially those scenes that reveal how untethered or frantic George Bailey is 

feeling. 

A: It was a personal and professional risk, playing that role. While he was making that film, he was questioning the 

superficiality of Hollywood and acting in general, and Lionel Barrymore (who plays Mr. Potter) said to him, "So, 

are you saying it's more worthwhile to drop bombs on people than to entertain them?" And that really hit Stewart 

and was one of the things that turned him around and made him think, "OK, I do have an important role and there 

are things to be done." 

There's a scene in the movie where he questions his sanity and he's got this wild look about him. That's one scene 

that really struck me, watching it on the big screen. And the other scene that always made me uncomfortable, but 

now means so much more to me, is when he's in his living room and he's throwing things and screaming at his kids 

— and his wife and children look at him like, "Who is this man? Who is this monster?" And that is so reflective of 

what millions of families faced, looking at these strangers who came back from the war with this rage. Stewart 

played it beautifully. He just lets it out.  

 
 
 

  

mailto:MailCall@517prct.org


517th Parachute Regimental Combat Team 
 

 

 MailCall # 2428 Send news to MailCall@517prct.org Page 11 of 19 

 

 
 

 
In doing some research on the V-Mail, I found several V-Mail examples from the 57th, including some 
seasonal ones with Dick Spencer’s illustrations.  You’ll see these in the next issues leading up to 
Christmas. 
 
I then happened to look for some info on Dick Spencer, and I found this book, “The History of Western 
Horseman”.  For those who don’t know, after University of Iowa (with Howard Hensleigh) and his war 
years with the 517th, Dick moved to Colorado to become the editor of Western Horseman magazine.   
 
 
 
The following pages are excerpts from parts of the book that discussed Dick Spencer’s background and 
work at Western Horseman. 
 
 
https://www.amazon.com/History-Western-Horseman-Magazine-
Hardcover/dp/0762777532/ref=sr_1_3?qid=1575090626&refinements=p_27%3ARandy+Witte&s=books
&sr=1-3&text=Randy+Witte 
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Administrivia 
 

 

If you miss any MailCalls, they are all available online at http://www.517prct.org/mailcall/ 

▪ At any time, if you want to be added or removed from the MailCall list, just let me know, or just click 
on the unsubscribe link on the email. 

▪ Send any news, stories, or feedback to: MailCall@517prct.org 

▪ If you send me email that you do not want included in MailCall, just label it as FYEO. 

▪ I now understand how Ben could get confused about what he already posted and what he didn’t.  If I 
miss something, please just send it again. 

 
 
Website www.517prct.org 
Send MailCall news to MailCall@517prct.org 
MailCall Archives www.517prct.org/archives 
2018 Roster (updated!) www.517prct.org/roster.pdf  
Thunderbolt Archives www.517prct.org/archives 
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