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What makes wars great?  What is it about them that causes them to stick in our minds, 

inspiring us to carry on their legacy?  Few people now alive experienced and remember the Great 

War, more commonly known as World War I; it is viewed merely as the precursor to the more 

salient World War II.  America entered the war in April 1917, and when President Woodrow 

Wilson instituted the draft, or Selective Service, the nation inducted 2.8 million men into military 

service.
1 

 This number helps to illustrate how American forces were an essential part of the 

outcome of the war and shows how American soldiers were an important part of the war 

experience.  America was a vital asset to the Allied forces, and American soldiers helped to tip 

the scales of combat in favor of an Allied victory in the struggle against Germany, as a large 

percentage of the American military forces who were drafted were sent overseas
2
. 

Often the history of warfare is simply a litany of numbers and events.  Rarely are the 

lives of ordinary soldiers who gave extraordinary service for their country recalled.  While much 

has been written about the overall American experience during the Great War, little has been 

studied about the experiences of ordinary American soldiers who fought in the war, and how 

                                                           
1
 Robert H Zieger, America’s Great War: World War I and the American Experience (Lanham, Maryland: Rowman 

& Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2000), 61.  

2
 Jennifer D. Keene, World War I (Westport, CN: Greenwood Press, 2006).   
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they were affected.
3  

One such soldier, Charles Haberman, was heavily influenced by his 

experiences fighting in the trenches of Europe, which caused his attitudes to change dramatically 

as the war progressed, from generally pleasant and humorous to anxious and disillusioned.  His 

coping mechanisms of dealing with the chaos of the war around him also changed from using 

humor and keeping up a nice pretense to being blunt and voicing discontent.  Through the letters 

that he wrote home to his parents, William and Luella Haberman, his story provides glimpses 

into the realities of an average American soldier’s life during the Great War as well as providing 

valuable insight into the ordinary soldier’s experiences of World War I
.4  

 Charles Haberman was a small-town country boy who farmed the land that his parents 

owned in rural Browning, Illinois.  He was an only child whose paternal grandparents had 

emigrated from Germany at the time of the Civil War.  His father spoke German in the home, 

and he taught Charles to read and write that language.  He also possessed a German Bible that he 

carried with him to the end of his life.  He was a big man, standing only five feet, nine inches tall 

but weighing over two-hundred pounds, and he was very strong.  He followed in the footsteps of 

his father and worked as a fireman and engineer for the Chicago Burlington and Quincy 

Railroad, based in Browning.  It was his goal in life to continue advancing through the ranks of 

the railroad system, at the time a very high -paying job, and he also loved to farm on the two 

farm properties that his family owned in Browning and Astoria, Illinois.  He attended one year of 

college at Monmouth College, where he played football with one of his closest friends from 

                                                           
3
On the experience of American soldiers in the war, see Jennifer D. Keene, Doughboys, the Great War, and the 

Remaking of America (Baltimore:  Johns Hopkins University Press, 2001). 

4
  The letters of Charles Haberman help to illustrate the experience of an Illinois soldier by drawing attention to the 

detail of daily military life and the traumas that he experienced during World War I.  To date, this is the only source 

of letters dealing specifically with military life and details of individual soldiers during World War I that the author 

has been able to locate. These letters also help to shed light on the traumatic impacts that war makes on the people 

who are involved.   
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home, and met his fiancée Elsie.  He was a simple man, content to farm, fish, and hunt in rural 

Illinois.  He was a small-town American boy, who wanted to continue his peaceful existence far 

away from the mortars and shells of the trenches of Europe.   

However, on September 18, 1917, Haberman received his draft card, an event which was 

to change his life forever.  The card stated that he was twenty-four years old, perhaps slightly 

older than many of his fellow soldiers.
5 

 He left for the war, but wrote letters home. The letters 

that he wrote to his parents are often misspelled, although they are written in English, and his 

grammar and punctuation are often inconsistent and not the best, reflecting his rural background.  

The letters of Charles Haberman help to draw attention to the contrast between his peaceful 

prewar lifestyle and the trauma that he experienced during World War I.  When he was drafted, 

he knew that it was his patriotic duty to fight for his country, and so he complied with the law, 

leaving behind his parents to run the farm, and his fiancée Elsie, whom he planned to marry as 

soon as he returned from the fighting, and with whom he carried on a correspondence while he 

was overseas.  He did not question his orders because his parents had taught him to respect 

authority, fear God, work hard, and do good to his fellow man.  It is possible that his German 

heritage, background, and knowledge made the thought of killing other Germans repulsive and 

bitter to him, but still he went off to fight in order to defend his country and preserve the simple 

lifestyle that he loved so much.  In this respect, his story is remarkably similar to that of the 

decorated World War I hero Sergeant Alvin York, both were simple country boys who did not 

wish harm or violence on any other person, but both joined the Army to protect America and the 

land and people that were precious to them.
6 

 However, Haberman was not a conscientious 

                                                           
5
 Charles Haberman, Draft Card issued by the Local Draft Board of Cass County, IL, September 18, 1917. 

6
 Sergeant York, directed by Howard Hawks, Warner Brothers, 1941. 
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objector as Sergeant York initially claimed to be.  As historian Byron Farwell has noted, since 

“about half of all Americans lived in rural areas most of the conscripts were country boys.  The 

experience of most recruits, ill-educated and unsophisticated, involved leaving home and 

familiar surroundings for the first time,” illustrating that a very large majority of the American 

Army was comprised of men who came from  backgrounds similar to that of Charles Haberman.
7
   

 After Charles Haberman was drafted and left home, he was shipped off to Fort Scott, 

Kansas for initial examination and instruction, and after being declared healthy and fit for 

service, he was sent to Camp Logan, Texas for basic training.  He was stationed at Camp Logan 

from late September 1917 until mid-June 1918.  There he was made a private of the American 

Expeditionary Forces as a part of the United States Army, and he trained with other American 

men from across the country, including many from the same region as his home town.  His unit 

was the Headquarters Company, 132nd Infantry, 33rd Division, 66th Infantry Brigade, 

nicknamed the “Prairie Division” because all were from Illinois, and a vast majority of them 

were small-town and country boys just like Charles Haberman.  He seems to have been in fairly 

sturdy shape here, and he tried to make the best of his time at Camp Logan.  In a letter to his 

parents dated January 16, 1918, he wrote from Camp Logan that, “we have a good bunch of 

fellows in our tent.  We have a lot of fun and try to get along all right.”
8 

 In another letter he 

described the meals that the troops were being fed: “Breakfast-pork chops.  Bread, jam, eggs.  

Dinner-pork roast, gravy, mashed potatoes, raisin pudding, molasses, coffee, bread.  Supper-

weinies [sic], kraut, potatoes, bread and jam, coffee and plenty of everything.”  He added, “We 

                                                           
7
 Byron Farwell, Over There: The United States in the Great War 1917-1918 (New York:  W.W. Norton & 

Company 1999), 61-2.   

8
 Charles Haberman to William and Luella Haberman, January 16, 1918.  Collection in author’s possession.  
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can go back and get more when we empty our pans.”
9
 

Perhaps one of the most humorous stories that Private Haberman relates was the story of 

the “church business.”  He wrote to his parents,  

I got to the bottom of the church business you wrote about.  The captain wanted about 50 

men to clean up the street of paper and trash on Sunday morning and all the men said 

they were going to church so he could not get anyone to work.  He got mad and made the 

whole company march to church and back again.  They played the church game every 

time they ask them to do anything on Sunday in our company and then go over to the 

YMCA or some other place of amusement.  They started it in the company this morning 

and the Captain made them all march to eather [sic.] the Catholic church or to the 

Protestant church and then marched them back again and did the work.
10

 

 

Another way that Private Haberman dealt with being in the Army was to send messages 

home and tell about other men from home in his unit.  He wrote,  

Earl McKinnon has been made a corperol [sic.].  I was over to see him and Willis 

Sunday.  They are going to leave soon.  I don’t know just when.  I received a letter from 

Jessie Kearby, and from Cousin Sadie I will answer them in a day or two.  Have you the 

negative of the locomotive pictures you sent me last winter.  A fireman from Galesburg 

wants to have some of the pictures made.  If you can send ½ dozen and send the old pair 

of socks I left at home also as I will have to pay for them if I don’t get them.  If you have 

an old pair of socks the same color  send them also as I am short 2 pair.
11 

 

 

By focusing on everyday matters in a cheerful tone, he attempted to make the best of his 

situation for his parents so that they would not worry about him; he almost always ended by 

reassuring them that he was doing well.  He also advised his parents concerning various matters 

back home, such as their finances, when he wrote, “if you are going to buy a house go ahead as 

you might as well have one as not.  The rent will pay for it in a few years.”
12

  Private Haberman 

                                                           
9
 Charles Haberman to William and Luella Haberman, March 1, 1918.   

10
 Charles Haberman to William and Luella Haberman,  January 27, 1918.   

11
 Charles Haberman to William and Luella Haberman, April 15, 1918.  

12
 Charles Haberman to William and Luella Haberman, January 27, 1918.  
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also expressed his desire to return home and he tried to stay connected with what was going on at 

home and show concern for his parents by writing, “I am enjoying the best of health.  I wish 

Mother was doing the same.  I am about 12 times out for a furlough and expect to get it in a 

couple of weeks.”
13 

 During his time at Camp Logan, Private Charles Haberman continued to be 

generally pleasant, upbeat, and humorous.   

In late June 1918 Haberman found himself joining other Yanks who were on their way to 

the trenches of Europe, going “over there.”  This was something that many American soldiers 

feared and yet about which many were excited.  The popular song from 1917 captures the 

excitement of going to fight the enemy and staying until the job was finished with its hearty 

lyrics:  

Over there, over there, send the word, send the word over there 

that the Yanks are coming, the Yanks are coming, the drums rum- 

tumming ev’rywhere. 

So prepare, say a pray'r, send the word, send the word to beware.   

We'll be over, we're coming over, and we won't come back till it's 

over, over there.
14

   

 

The trenches of France were certainly no pleasant place to be in the middle of a war between 

imperial powers.
15

  They were far from what most American men had ever seen, much less 

expected. 
16

 The trenches themselves were often poorly constructed, being mostly made out of 

packed dirt and bits of wood.  The constant rain made a muddy mess, and the trenches were often 

infested with lice, rats, and influenza and other sicknesses, which spread rapidly among the men 

packed so tightly together in such cramped, confined spaces.   

                                                           
13

 Charles Haberman to William and Luella Haberman, March 1, 1918.  

14
 George M. Cohan, Over There, 1917. 

15
 Haberman was a part of the battles at Hamel, Saint Mihiel, the Meuse Argonne, among other military 

engagements.   
16

 For more information on training of American soldiers during World War I, consult the Home Reading Course for 

Citizen-Soldiers. (Washington, D.C.: The United States War Department, 1917). 
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It was into this atmosphere that Private Haberman was transported in the summer of 

1918.  As he continued his correspondence with his parents back home in Illinois, Private 

Haberman continued to cope with his foreign environment by sending messages home, 

reassuring his parents, and describing his atmosphere.  One letter home said,  

I have arrived safely in France and am feeling fine.  The country round about is very 

beautiful and covered with grass and crops…The people are very friendly and are in the 

camp every day…We are having a good time and not in any danger at present.  So do not 

be worried.  We had a fine trip across the ocean and I enjoyed it.  Well I will close as I 

am not allowed to write about any military matter and so there is not much to write.  Let 

me hear from you soon so that I know how you are getting along.
17

   

 

This was a definite turning point in Private Haberman’s attitudes toward the war and his 

involvement in it; he went into somewhat more detail about the dangers he was experiencing, 

and he expressed his frustration with the mail and his desire to go home to his family and the 

simple way of life he left behind in his letters.  In July 1918, he commented to his parents, “we 

don’t receive our mail very regular [sic] over here…we have a lot of trouble getting our mail off 

as it has to be just so before they will send it.  Well I wish I could see you and be at home again 

but not until the war is over.  Take good care of yourself and do not worry as it does no good.”
18 

 

Another reason for his bitterness and weariness is that according to his son Kent, Private 

Haberman was gassed with mustard gas while in the trenches; that makes his shift in attitude 

understandable.  He also wrote, “tell the boys at home they don’t know what they’re up against 

when they get up on the Western Front.  Daytime is quiet enough but at night it’s another affair.  

Well I will close for this time, take good care of yourself and I will try to dodge a few bombs 

myself.  We sleep in daytime and dodge bombs at night.”
19

  Another interesting aspect of his 
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 Charles Haberman to William and Luella Haberman, June 28, 1918.   

18
 Charles Haberman to William and Luella Haberman, July 2, 1918.  

19
 Charles Haberman to William and Luella Haberman, July 2, 1918.   
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letters was that he sent messages home about other men in his unit, but some of them seem to 

have been code for German movements, since the envelopes containing the letters bore the 

“passed by censor” seal on them.  Private Haberman made several references to “Old Jerry,” but 

he always made it seem as if he were talking about someone his parents knew.  He seemed less 

guarded with what he said as time progressed, and less interested in maintaining the pretense of 

cheerfulness any longer. He was weary of the war and simply wanted to go home.  In September, 

he wrote in a sad tone, “I don’t think we will get home for Christmas this year but may be there 

by 1919.  If Harmon thinks the war will be over by Christmas he should be over here.  Well I am 

in hopes to be home as soon as possible but we have some work to do yet.”
20

 

Toward the end of the war, Private Haberman was clearly weary of the war and longing 

for the fighting to be over.  He wrote his parents that, “I would like to see you.  Keep plugging 

away and the war won’t last much longer as Germany is defeated and it is only a question of 

getting the men over here to end it all.  You had better invest in land or something of a sure value 

as we don’t know how things will be after the war.”
21

  One of the most fascinating parts of 

Private Haberman’s story is that he wrote on the day of the Armistice,  

We are told today that the war is over and I guess it is as I don’t hear any firing.  The 

Jerries are celebrating tonight by sending up flare lights.  A bunch of Germans were over 

in our lines this morning and they were playing the piano and having quite a time so I 

guess there won’t be any more fighting.  Well I will be glad to get away from this 

country.  I have seen enough of Europe to last me about a thousand years.  Well I will 

close as I can’t think of much to write and expect to be home soon.
22   

 

This seems to indicate that he was unsure of what exactly was going on, and that most likely the 

communication systems were not very good.  It also points out that Private Haberman did not 
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 Charles Haberman to William and Luella Haberman, September 14, 1918.    Harmon seems to be an individual 

that Haberman and his parents are mutually familiar with, as Haberman does not reveal a second name.   

21
 Charles Haberman to William and Luella Haberman, August 17, 1918.     

22
 Charles Haberman to William and Luella Haberman, November 11, 1918.     
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seem to be very trusting of the Army at this point, and he was not really sure what he and the 

other American soldiers were really fighting for anymore.   

After the Armistice was signed and the war was over, many American soldiers stayed 

behind in Europe as a part of the Army of Occupation, there to clean up the damage the Great 

War had done to Europe and to try to keep the peace.  Private Charles Haberman was one of 

those soldiers ordered to stay behind instead of being sent home to his family.  By this point in 

the letters that he wrote to his parents, he had become bitter and angry at the United States Army 

because he seemed to think that they could not get anything right.  His job during this time was 

the rank of private and wagoner, and he drove a team of Clydesdale horses to haul manure for 

the Germans.
23

 Along with being bitter, he also seemed to be sarcastic not only about being 

forced to stay in Europe, but also about the conditions and situations in Europe, observing that,   

I see all the papers talk about is to help France.  They are helping themselves to about all 

our pay by charging us four or five times what things are worth.  So don’t worry about 

the poor starving people of Europe.  They get plenty to eat.  We get mush and syrup for 

breakfast.  Beef potatoes and tomatoes for dinner and stew for supper every day.  I am 

feeling fine and only waiting for a chance to go to Turkey or Russia and spend another 

year or two.  Ha ha.
24

   

 

He also wrote with obvious sarcasm, “I expect to see you both in about 45 days or less.  I think 

we will get on a boat at once and will probably be on our way when this gets to you.  However 

this sometimes changes and we don’t go as expected.”
25 

 One of his most sarcastic and bitter 

commentaries came in February 1919, when he observed, “I see by the paper that the 33 Division 

wants to stay over here.  The officers may but I don’t know a man in my company who wants to 

                                                           
23

  Because many of the men in the 33
rd

 Infantry Division were farmers from Illinois, it is likely that the men who 

stayed behind as part of the Army of Occupation were doing work for the Germans to help restore and improve 

much of their decimated agricultural systems.   

24
 Charles Haberman to William and Luella Haberman, February 5, 1919.   

25
 Charles Haberman to William and Luella Haberman, March 14, 1919.     
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stay one minute.  May be the 33 will get there [sic] rights some time and not always be the scum 

of the earth.”
26 

 He also criticized the Army and protesters back in the States by saying, “all the 

boys are crazy to come home.  The government is going to take our service stripes away because 

the boys in the states are raising a howl.  Well they don’t know what hardships are until they 

went through what we did.”
27

  Another interesting factor in his attitude is when he wrote,  

I don’t believe we get the kind of food to keep a man in good strength and a fellow looses 

[sic]  his appetite when he has rice and mush for breakfast every morning or sometimes 

bacon and prunes.  Anyone who tells you he lived good in the army is a liar or else he 

never was at the front.  I have seen men in action so weak from lack of food that they 

could hardly walk.
28 

 

  

Private Haberman also finally broke his silence about some of the battles that he was in, a 

surprising development considering the censors.  He told of one battle, “I am inclosing some 

newspaper clippings which tell of the battle of the Meuse-Argonne which I took part in.  It was 

quite an affair.  I was on top of dead man’s hill during the barrage and it was a great sight.  The 

shriek of the shells is not so bad but when the machine guns open on a fellow that is a different 

question.”
29 

 Once the war was over, the censorship eased.  As his military service drew to a 

close in April 1919, Private Haberman had another attitude change and seemed to take a small 

amount of pride in what he had done, saying, “last Saturday we had a division inspection and 

General Bell said the 132 Infantry was the best in the division.”
30

 

The Great War dramatically influenced and affected the attitudes and experiences of 

Private Charles Haberman, and it also changed his life in many ways.  He was honorably 
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 Charles Haberman to William and Luella Haberman,  February 8, 1919.   

27
 Charles Haberman to William and Luella Haberman, Feb 16, 1919.     

28
 Charles Haberman to William and Luella Haberman, April 3, 1919.     

29
 Charles Haberman to William and Luella Haberman, March 26, 1919.   

30
 Charles Haberman to William and Luella Haberman, April 12, 1919.   
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discharged from the United States Army, and as he was on his way home to meet his fiancée 

Elsie in Saint Louis, as agreed, her brother met him at the train station instead and told him that 

Elsie had married another man two weeks earlier because she was tired of waiting.  And so, 

brokenhearted, he returned to Schuyler County not wanting to marry; he had seen the world and 

just wanted to return to his simple lifestyle of farming.  However, in 1925, when times were 

economically difficult for farmers, his mother arranged for Charles to marry a young woman 

named Beulah Allambaugh.  His mother agreed to pay Beulah’s father’s debt to keep him out of 

prison, because she wanted grandchildren. After his previous heartbreak, it seemed unlikely that 

Charles would take initiative to marry, so his mother took matters into her own hands.   Both 

Charles and Beulah were presented with the arrangement and given a choice, and both agreed to 

the marriage.  He was thirty-two years old and she was twenty-one years old.  After they had 

four children, Charles forbade speaking German in the Haberman family because it was a painful 

reminder to him of what he had experienced.  He also very rarely discussed his experiences, and 

when asked if he had killed Germans, he never responded, but quickly changed the topic or 

walked away.  He died in 1960, still a small-town boy but forever saddened by his experiences in 

wartime.  All that is left of his story are his letters, a veteran’s marker with his military unit on 

his grave in a Beardstown cemetery, old photographs and cards, and a few of his guns.  

Many people have forgotten the Great War especially the way it affected ordinary American 

soldiers. Many were changed physically, but Charles Haberman fortunately survived the war 

without harm and with his conservative values and opportunities to return to Illinois intact. His 

letters demonstrate the various coping mechanisms that he employed to help himself deal with 

the chaos and carnage that was wrought by the war.  They help to provide valuable insight into 

the experience of a small-town boy thrust into the middle of the Great War.   
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