
WHITE CHRISTMAS

Early in November 1944 I boarded a troop ship, a converted luxury liner, in San Francisco
headed to the war in the Pacific.  I had completed training as a high speed Morse Code radio
operator at Scott Field, Illinois and was considered ready face the enemy.  On the ship there were
4,000 other U.S. troops, including 500 WACs as well as 500 Australian and New Zealand troops,
who were returning home from the war in North Africa.

The ship, the S.S. Monterey, followed the southern route far south of the Hawaiian Islands. 
Since we were unescorted, the ship zig-zagged all the way to Noumea, New Caldonia dodging
enemy submarines.  Therefore, the journey took about 30 days.  That year I ate Thanksgiving
dinner standing up shoulder to shoulder with other soldiers in the cramped mess hall as the ship
pitched back and forth.

The one pleasant thing about the trip was that there were about 15 or 20 USO entertainment
units on board heading to the Pacific area to entertain the troops.  Nearly every day one or
another of the units would use the aft cargo hatch cover for a stage to practice their act.  That was
a great break in the boredom.  My best buddy from radio operator school had been a string bass
player with a dance band in civilian life and he was invited to play in a pick-up band to
accompany the entertainers.  He made sure I always had a good seat.

That was the year the movie “Holiday Inn” came out.  It featured the song “White
Christmas,” which since has become a Christmas standard.  The troop commander on the ship
forbade any of the USO people to sing “White Christmas.”  He figured it would be bad for
morale for troops heading into the unknown to hear a song that focused on home.  

Along about the last day at sea, the Army Special Services Officer in charge of the USO
group took the micropone to say a few words.  His name was Capt. Lanny Ross.  He identified
himself as the same Lanny Ross who sang on the popular radio show of the time, “Showboat.” 
Remember, this was before television and radio was the family’s entertainment medium. 
Showboat was a weekly show about life on a Mississippi river boat.  It had a regular cast that
consisted of Captain Willie, singers Lulabelle and Skyland Scottie, a couple of comedians called
Molasses and January and some other regulars.  You may be able to Google those names.  If you
are as old as I am, you may remember the show.

Capt. Ross told us to just sit back and pretend that we were kids back home sitting on the
living room floor in front of the old Philco console radio.  You know, that big wooden piece of
furniture with the big glass dial and knobs and a big cloth-covered loudspeaker?  He said we
would reach over and turn on one of the knobs and we would hear “Moonlight and Roses,”
which was his theme song.  He sang a couple of other songs for us and then the band struck up
“White Christmas.”  He sang it all the way through and then led us while we all sang it.  The
colonel troop commander didn’t say a word.  All too quickly it was over.  Instead of being
demoralized as the colonel had feared, we realized we were headed to action that would protect
what we left back home.  Although the future was uncertain for us, we knew what we had to do.  

I finally arrived at my new post in New Guinea.  The ship  landed at Hollandia on the North
Coast.  The fighting was at the northern part of the big island and I was sent to the south end of
the island to Milne Bay.  It was the location of General Douglas MacArthur’s “Base A.”  It was
the base where he had accumulated men and material to initiate his island-hopping campaign to
retake the Pacific from the Japanese.  The war in Europe was getting primary attention from the
nation’s leaders and Pacific War was considered a lower priority.  Therefore, it took Gen
MacArthur longer to initiate his campaign.
     I got to Milne Bay just before Christmas.  It was almost comical.  The guys who were already
there had fashioned a scrawny Christmas Tree out of a scrap of broken lumber with a bunch of
bent coat hanger for branches.  They had tied colored toilet paper and cloth scraps on it for
decorations.  



Of course, I did not get any Christmas presents that year because my family did not know
where I was.  They just knew I was somewhere in the big Pacific Ocean.  Compare that to my
grandson’s last tour in Afghanistan.  Each night he would step outside his quarters and talk on his
cell phone to his mother back home in Bryan, Texas.  

It was a pretty bleak Christmas but we survived it.  Some of my buddies did not survive
events that happened later.  They made it possible for us to have many, many “White Christmas”
memories later.


