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Jane Worthington—

1940 was a good year for 
JT Taunton. A good friend 
introduced him to a neighbor 
of his named Sara McKelvey. 
JT was smitten with this cute 
16 year old (or so she said) 
girl, a student at Clift High 
School (OHS). On their first 
date they drove to Auburn to 
the War Eagle Supper Club 

heard the news about the 
bombing of Pearl Harbor . . . 
a day that changed their lives 
and everyone’s forever.

As Sara finally turned six-
teen on Wednesday, December 
17, they were married on 
Saturday, December 20, 1941, 
at the home of Preacher 
Clarence Mezick. Later that 

75 years together
 JT, Sr. and Sara Taunton celebrate their 75th Wedding Anniversary

December 20, 2016
and danced to the music of the 
‘nickel Jukebox,’ one of their 
favorite things to do!

The courtship grew and 
on Sunday, December 7, 1941, 
they traveled to Columbus, 
Georgia, and purchased an 
engagement ring for Sara. 
This turned out to be a day of 
profound shock to America. 
While they were there, they 
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Marsha Henry Goff—

Honoring
Clair Strickler

A very special thank you

Did you ever hear about 
Operation Mincemeat? If you 
are an 83rd CMB veteran, it 
may very well have saved 
your life.

Operation Mincemeat was 
one of several subterfuges used 
to befuddle the Axis powers 
into believing the Allied 
invasion during the summer 
of 1943 would target Sardinia 
and Greece rather than Sicily.

Hospital ships began 
appearing near Gibralter and 
eventually numbered 16 in 
Mediterranean waters. That, 
along with the massing of 
landing craft and gliders in 
Tunesia, kept the Axis off-
balance with regard to the 
Allies invasion plans.

Operation Mincemeat, 
however, involved a British 
submarine dropping off the 
southern coast of Spain a 
corpse dressed as a major of  
the Royal Marines. Handcuffed 
to the corpse’s wrist was a 
briefcase containing forged 
documents which the Allies 
hoped Spanish authorities 
would share with Germans. 

Spain did not disappoint 
and Allied intercepts of 
German intelligence messages 
showed the Nazis were 
convinced the major had 
drowned in a plane crash and 
the documents proved that 
the Allied invasion would hit 
Sardinia and Greece.

Larry Strickler, son of Clair M. 
Strickler, is one of our most loyal 
contributors to Muzzleblasts to 
ensure that publication continues. 
His father served the 83rd Chemical 
Mortar Battalion in Headquarters 
Company and also in Company A. He 
enlisted on October 5, 1942. During 
his enlistment, he was involved in 
GO33 & 40 WD 45, Sicily, Naples-
Foggia, Rome-Arno, Southern France, 
Rhineland, and Central Europe. He 
received a medal for Good Conduct, 
and European African Middle Eastern 
Service Medal with six Bronze Stars 
and one Bronze Arrowhead.

War, like chess, 
is a game of 

strategy

—	Continued	on	page	7
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evening, they started their 
lives together by going to 
their favorite dancing place ... 
the War Eagle Supper Club, 
and celebrated by dancing the 
evening away.

The next September, 
JT was drafted into the US 
Army. They had about eight 
months together before he 
was off to World War II for the 

next three years ... they were 
apart from September 1942 to 
September 1945. However, he 
was allowed to come home for 
the birth of their son, JT, Jr. in 
January 1943.

Fast forward to 2016  75 
years later. I visited them at 
their home in Opelika and 
we talked about these many 
years together. They both 
agree that they have had a 
few disagreements, but never 
fought, and JT laughingly says 
he always had the last words 
and they were, “Yes, Ma’am.”

This marriage was surely 
made in Heaven because it has 
lasted so long. They still enjoy 
one another and are hardly 
ever apart. They have been 
blessed with good health, a 
son, daughter-in-law, two 
grandsons and four great-
grandchildren.

Seventy-five years is a lot 
of anniversaries, vacations, 
many changes throughout 

Continued	from	page	1	—	

Beginning their life together

Editors Note:  JT Tauton died the 
day after the couple’s 75th wedding 
anniversary. He and his son, JT, Jr., 
attended the 2013 83rd Chemical 
Mortar Battalion Reunion at Fort 
Stewart. That reunion was especially 
rewarding for JT because, while he 
attended 83rd reunions in the past, 
he had not be able to attend recent 
reunions which were all in the East. 
His son, JT, Jr., said his dad often told 
him. “If they ever have a reunion in 
the South, we have to go.”JT’s call 
was the first one I received to vote for 
having the reunion at Fort Stewart. 
I’m so glad we did!

the years, some tears, some 
laughter and many memories. 
JT has been a member of the 
Pepperell United Methodist 
Church for 82 years, and 
Sara has been a member for 
50 years. Throughout their 
lives, their love and Christian 
faith has remained strong. 
Congratulations JT and Sara. 
May you have many more 
years together!

JT Taunton and Steve Vukson were the only two 83rd veterans who attended the 2013 reunion at Fort Stewart, but they 
had a marvelous time together sharing memories, cutting a special cake and visiting with current 83rd soldiers.
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Some of us old vets can 
recall one brief moment that 
might have changed our lives. 
Mine came with the ringing of 
a field telephone.

For a few days in the late 
Autumn of 1944, our mortar 
platoon occupied a Vosges 
Mountains position within 
deep woods, facing a wide 
field covered by deep snow. 
A narrow strip of forest 
jutted out about thirty yards. 
Defensively, we had set up a 
concealed machine gun right 
at the tip of that point. Behind 
it, we had dug a narrow and 
deep hole, enabling the gunner 
to either stand or crouch. A 
wire strung to a field telephone 
connected with the rest of our 
platoon.

One late afternoon it 
was my turn to rotate on 
that gun. A German artillery 
observer must have noticed 
some movement, and began 
walking fire along the field’s 
edge, but his shells were 
landing a couple of hundred 

yards away, so I was paying 
scant attention.

Then the phone rang. 
A man in my squad was 
complaining that we’d been 
shorted by receiving only five 
of our bulk 10-in-1 food rations 
for that evening, and was 
asking how to divide them. 
The explosions ahead began 
getting louder and closer, 
so being unable to make out 
exactly what he was saying, I 
crouched way down into that 
deep, narrow hole, jamming a 
finger into my free ear. 

Suddenly, slammed by 
concussion, I was knocked 
unconscious, while the 
machine gun and a couple of 
sandbags went flying away. 
Stunned, I had no idea how 
much time had passed when 
I slowly cleared my ringing 
head and got out from under 
the dirt and sandbags that had 
toppled over me. A shell had 
landed directly ahead, making 

a black scorch streak directly 
across the top of the hole, 
where it had blown away all 
the snow and the machine 
gun. Much later, when I could 

return to our platoon position, 
all the men appeared startled, 
because having seen what 
happened, they thought I had 
been killed. 

I have always felt grateful 
to whoever it was who had 
shorted our food rations that 
day, causing me to hunker 
deep down in taking that call. 
Nowadays my large family 
frequently marvels that, were 
it not for one timely telephone 
call, none of my eight children 
would ever have seen the light 
of day.

Lee writes: This week son Bill and 
my other wonderful kids found on 
ebay the identical leather-cased 
model of a WWII field telephone 
involved in my story about a 73 
years ago phone call. They’ve 
gifted it to me as an Independence 
Day surprise. Now all that’s lacking 
is a deep foxhole!

Saved by a Complaint
Lee Steedle—

Drawing by Sam Kweskin

This field telephone is identical to the  
one that saved Lee Steedle’s life

seventy-three years ago
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Marsha Henry Goff—

Fraternity brothers who fought on opposite 
sides in World War II

Both were 
o f f i c e r s . 
One wore 
a Ranger 
s c r o l l 
(and later 
an 83rd 
C h e m i c a l 

Mortar Battalion patch), the 
other a German eagle. My father, 
the Ranger, was an only child. 
As a student at the University of 
Kansas prior to World War II, he 
was a member of Delta Upsilon 
fraternity, where he managed to 
have a German student inducted 
into his fraternity, a first, I’m 
told, for that chapter. 

Dad and Claus were considered 
brothers in the fraternity, but, in 
fact, they were as close as actual 
brothers. They went to Mexico 
together and Claus was a good 
part of the reason Dad was so 
fluent in German; he had actual 
practice outside his German 
language classes.

When Hitler called the German 
students home, I am told that 
Claus refused to go until a 
diplomat came to the campus 
and reminded him he had family 
in the Motherland. So Claus 
returned to Hamburg. In a long 
letter he wrote to Dad on July 5, 
1939, he spoke in glowing terms 
of life in Germany, ending with 
a disturbing paragraph: You 
see we enjoy life, even if the 
international situation looks 
quite dangerous. But in the world 
of today there is no greater place 
than inside Germany — many 
foreigners have told me this. We 

are trusting our strength and 
if the day comes — well, we 
are prepared. I hope, however, 
that England and France will 
be reasonable in the Danzig-
question, which is none of their 
business. Danzig is a German 
State and wants to belong to 
Germany. Who has a right to 
interfere and start a war, which 
might bring about the end of 
Europe? He ends  the letter: Your 
sincere friend, Claus.  

There are other pre-war letters. 
In one Claus suggests: Unless 
Roosevelt changes his ways, I 
believe we are destined to meet 
on the battlefields of Europe.

After the war, Claus contacted 
Dad again. He was a POW in 
Britain and had lost many of his 
family and friends. He said that 
one of his friends, whom Dad 
had met, was killed in Russia. 
He also wrote: I feel very sorry to 
admit that the fault lies mainly 
on the side of my country. We 
in Germany were too credulous. 
When it became evident that 
we were deceived and that our 
leaders were adventurers and 
even criminals, it was too late. 
Fascism has lost the game.

In return Dad wrote Claus, 
mentioning that two of their 
fraternity brothers were killed 
in Sicily with the 1st Division. 
And in one part of the letter Dad 
wrote: As for me, die Deutshe 
Soldaten have spilled a bit of my 
blood in several countries, and I, 
a bit of theirs. C’est la Guerre!

Such, indeed, is war.

Editor’s Note: This article is taken 
from my website: www.jestforgrins.
com. War is certainly nothing to grin 
about although the few war strories 
we heard from Dad were usually 
funny ones, e.g., the soldier from 
Alabama who said he didn’t like the 
talking shells that went: Yew-ain’t-
goin’-back-to-AlaBAM! 

The website is named for the 
newspaper humor column I wrote for 
15 years. When my writing career 
took a more serious turn, I so missed 
writing about the funny things 
life throws my way that I started a 
website with the same name. I often 
write newspaper and magazine 
articles about WW II veterans and 
reprint them on my website’s WW II 
page. 

I am sorry for the length between 
issues. Producing Muzzleblasts has 
become difficult with so few veterans 
and/or their children contributing 
stories, so I am filling some space 
with stories like these that I hope you 
find interesting.

Photo of Lester Lew Henry was taken 
prior to  WW II when he was in 
Delta Upsilon Fraternity at KU
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Editor’s Note: This was given to me by a Ranger’s son several years ago. I do not know how he came into possession of 
it, but I think it may be of interest to you, especially those who participated in this battle. One Ranger told me he  
watched with the 83rd one night during this fight and said the mortar explosions looked like flowers blooming.
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Taunton, JT, 
was born on 
May 10, 1921, 
in Tallassee, AL. 
He passed away 
on December 21 
at East Alabama 

Medical Center after a week-long 
illness. 

He is survived by his wife of 
75 years, Sara McKelvey Taunton; 
a son, JT Taunton, Jr., (wife, 
Nancy); a nephew who was like 
another son, Bobby Lee Taunton 
(wife, Wanda); two grandsons 
and three great-grandchildren.        
  He lived through the 
depression years working on 
the family farm, and proudly 
served his country during 
WWII. His military service 
began on September 22, 1942, 
and he served with the 83rd 
Chemical Mortar Battalion, 
with distinction, during active 
combat campaigns in North 
Africa; Sicily, Italy; France; 
Germany; and Austria. JT was 
a sergeant at war’s end and 
often recounted fondly the 
many life-long friendships 
that were made in very trying 
circumstances. 

Following the war, JT 
returned to Opelika and resumed 
his working career in textiles at 
Pepperell Mill until retirement. 
He worked in weaving his entire 
career and ended as a supervisor 
for many years. 
JT would want it noted that 
December 20, 2016, was his 75th 
wedding anniversary with truly 
“the love of his life.” 

Sleep soldiers! Still in honored rest your 
truth and valor wearing. The bravest are 
the tenderest. The loving are the daring. 

— Bayard Taylor  

G
M

G

Day is Done

Please help us by notifying us of 
the deaths of 83rd CMB veterans 
and their families. You may contact 
Marsha Henry Goff at mhgink@
netscape.net, 785-843-2577 or 1877 
N 1000 Rd, Lawrence, KS 66046.

Continued	from	page	2	—	

I WANT YOUR STORY!
Are you a veteran with a story to 

tell? It can be dramatic  
or humorous. 

We want to hear it.

Are you a wife who can tell 
about your experiences on the 

Homefront?

Or the child of a veteran who can 
relate some of the stories your 
father told you about the war  

or your mother related  
about rationing or air raids?  

(Yes, they had air raids  
in the U.S.)

Please send your stories to 
Marsha at 1877 N 1000 Road

Lawrence, KS 66046
or mhgink@netscape.net

As a result, six badly-
armed Italian coastal divisions 
guarded Sicily’s shore. They 
were supported by four Italian  
infantry divisions inland 
and Hermann Goring Panzer 
Division in eastern Sicily. But 
those Italian units guarding 
the shore were ill-trained and 
surrendered by the thousands.

When Allied bombing 
began the evening of July 9, the 
Germans were slow to react 
and, for the Axis, in the early 
hours of the invasion, every-
thing that could go wrong did. 

Enter Field Marshal 
Albert Kesselring who always 
believed the invasion would 
come at Sicily and who had 
called the Sicilian defenses 
“pretty sugar pastry.” He 
ordered the commander 
of the Goring Division to 
counterattack and drive the 
invaders into the sea. In the 
end, conquering Sicily cost the 
Allies 23,000 casualties. 

Ben Temkin, 4th Ranger 
Battalion, participated in the 
invasion of Sicily, landing at 
Gela, where the the beach was 
illuminated with klieg lights. “It 
made you feel vulnerable, like they 
were all firing at you,” he said.

Gela, he said, was typical 
of the invasions in which he 
participated. “At first you don’t 
know what to anticipate. You’re 
not scared during the battle, but 
you are before and after.”

Comparing the news 
coverage of World War II versus 
today’s conflicts, Temkin stated 
flatly, “If any World War II 
invasion had been shown on 
TV, the people would have said, 
‘Bring the troops home.’”
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83rd CMB Veterans Association
c/o Marsha Henry Goff
1877 N 1000 Road
Lawrence, KS 66046-9225

83rd CMB photos of some of our veterans and families 

Ed Trey and John McEvoy 

Dad wrote on the back of this photo that 
he was making snowballs in June

My mother’s WW II stationery

Dole Institute of Politics at KU
Much of it is devoted to WW II

Clair Strickler poses  
with a BIG truck

A picture of your veteran could 
be in this space.

Please send photos to me at 
mhgink@netscape.net

Stories are also greatly
appreciated.

Mario Ricci


