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BY KELLY HERTZ

kelly.hertz@yankton.net
he thundering, celebratory heralds have faded to 

whispers.
The raw experiences have slipped into ancient 

memories.
The young warriors have grown old or, with 

grim speed, have passed on.

Seventy years on, the legacy of World War II is 

turning into a past tense, a tale increasingly left 

to be told in second-hand accounts, as matters of 

long-ago family history, as fragments and anecdotes 

left behind from a different age.

For many of us too young to have experienced 

the World War II years ourselves but grew up in its 

incredible wake, this is a hard reckoning. 

We came of age in a time and place when World 

War II veterans were everywhere, as were the ripples that emanated from that 

conflict. Television programs, movies and, really, are own imaginations were 

still dominated by the war for decades after its conclusion. The old lines of 

thinking were still relevant. The heroes were still newly pressed; the old de-

mons were still vitally demonic. We still lived in a world clearly defined by the 

war and the post-war. When people talked about “before the war,” “during the 

war” and “after the war,” we knew precisely what they meant.

But we realize now more than ever before that the soldiers who fought that 

fight — their experiences and their recollections — are vanishing from us. 

In five years, when we recognize (as we surely will) the 75th anniversary 

of the war’s end, there will be precious few of those soldiers left to tell us the 

story.
———

The soldiers of World War II did indeed give us a lot.

One of those things was the next generation of soldiers called to war in a 

place known by the 1960s as Vietnam — South and North, at the time. They 

fought in a different kind of war and, maybe, for a different kind of America. 

Where we once embraced a war effort because of a sneak attack that steeled 

our resolve and provided clear-cut (or so it seemed) definitions of right and 

wrong, the Vietnam War was waged in a mangled gray area that never rallied the 

public’s will. When those soldiers returned, they were met with a different kind 

of response — some of it even scornful. The nation didn’t welcome them back 

as they did the World War II warriors. The Vietnam vets were relegated to an 

experience the rest of us wanted to sponge from our minds rather than embrace 

or understand. 

But in many ways, there was no difference between the two generations. 

Young people went off to war. Fighting was fighting. Killing was killing. Dying 

was dying. There was heroism and there was fear. The anguish of war is univer-

sal.
Forty years ago this year, the last piece of the Vietnam War tumbled into 

place with the fall of Saigon and the victory of the communist north. It im-

The Ghosts Of Different Wars
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BY LINDA WUEBBEN

P&D Correspondent  
oung … Teenager … Full of Life and Hope … 

Draftee … Volunteer …Proud… Trained … Com-

rade … Fighting Machine … Human … Killer … 

Veteran … Hero.

So many titles, descriptions for one individu-

al – a soldier headed to war, returned home and 

now growing old 50 years later – the Vietnam 

vet.
Fifty years ago, the United States went to 

war. But it was a different war from World War 

I and World War II. It started slowly, quietly, a few men here or 

there to act as consultants and maybe at first, peacekeepers. Most 

Americans didn’t even know where their soldiers were being sent, 

or where Vietnam even was anyway.

I was young, too young to know if it was good or bad. For my 

first two years of high school at Mount Marty, the sing-a-longs in 

our assemblies always started with, “The Cruel War is Raging,” a 

Civil War song but still appropriate almost 100 years later and the 

tears would flow. The next two years when I went to Cedar Catholic 

High School in Hartington, I remembered riding home from high 

school on the school bus, sitting with a classmate whose boyfriend 

had been sent overseas, barely out of the high school routine. The 

boyfriend’s sister was a good friend, too. The letters were heart-

breaking, gut-wrenching and eye-opening. What were we doing 

over there?

I changed my clothes and skipped quickly down the steps to 

see if supper was cooking. My dad was watching the daily evening 

news and the TV commentator was opening his broadcast. Every 

evening it started the same way – a body count from Vietnam. I 

would stand briefly in the hallway to the living room and watch 

as a camera panned a base camp in Southeast Asia where several 

American soldiers were covered with tarps waiting to be loaded on 

helicopters or planes to make their final trip home – in vivid color 

and in every American’s parlor no less – like an episode of Red 

Skeleton or Jack Benny. Some of them were alive, barely, but most 

were dead. Some were just bags of body parts blown to pieces by 

land mines deceivingly placed by the enemy Vietcong. 

Everyone’s biggest fear: Would I catch a glimpse of someone I 

know? 
The war was live in every American’s living room if they chose 

it to be. We knew how many were killed, how many had been 

shipped over there but when it was all over, we never won. The 

broadcasts were definitely designed to make the viewers mad – 

gain support for the U.S. government and this latest endeavor in 

world-wide politics.

I approached several Vietnam veterans for information for my 

story for this section, and I wasn’t surprised when many wouldn’t 

talk to me. For some the memories were still too real; too fresh. 

Many suffered all these years from Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder 

and have only recently been acknowledged and diagnosed.

‘The Cruel War Is Raging’

Y
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BY RANDY DOCKENDORF

randy.dockendorf@yankton.net

oug Haar and Dave 

Hosmer enjoy talking 

about history. But 

in recent months, 

history has been 

talking to them.

The two Yank-

ton men have 

interviewed World 

War II veterans, 

capturing the living 

history on video. It’s 

become far more than they 

imagined when they started.

“We have so much material that we could 

put out a book,” Hosmer said.

The two men share a passion for history. 

Haar teaches history at Yankton High School, 

while Hosmer formerly practiced law and 

now works in financial services.

“We started talking about (doing these 

interviews) during summer 2013,” Hosmer 

said. “Doug and I get together to talk history, 

and we were together one day. We realized 

that my (former) teacher was a World War II 

veteran.”
The two men were fascinated to learn of 

the discovery, particularly with the rapidly 

dwindling number of World War II veterans.

“We decided to do an interview of (the 

former teacher),” Hosmer said. “Then, I 

started getting more requests.”

As word got out, the number of inter-

views grew … and grew. Haar and Hosmer 

have interviewed 99 veterans so far and 

hope to continue.

The veterans came from different walks 

of life, and they served in different theaters 

of war. Some served in Europe, others in the 

Pacific.
However, most of the veterans shared the 

common bond of coming from the Yankton 

area, growing up during the Depression and 

serving in World War II.

The veterans were, as Yankton/Pickstown 

native and former NBC Nightly News anchor 

Tom Brokaw called them, “the Greatest 

Generation.”

Their combat experiences ranged from 

surviving Pearl Harbor to flying as a recon-

naissance photo pilot over Europe to fighting 

in the Philippines.

Haar found himself talking to the very 

type of individuals he would often discuss 

in the classroom. However, the stories came 

alive and became intense.

“We had some surreal moments,” Haar 

said.
GETTING A START

The two men decided to tackle the veter-

ans’ interviews while Haar had a break in his 

schedule and Hosmer was making the transi-

tion between careers.

They started the project Jan. 1, 2014. They 

soon realized the task loomed much more 

time consuming – and emotionally draining 

-- than they ever expected.

 “We had planned to do three interviews 

every day -- but we did our first interview and 

it lasted 3 ½ hours,” Haar said. “We were late 

to the other ones and had to reschedule.”

The trend continued and required a 

change in approach, Haar said. “There was so 

much information. There was so much rich 

history that the time just flew by,” he said.

The veterans showed a mixture of eager-

ness and reluctance in sharing their wartime 

experiences, Haar said. With time claiming 

more World War II veterans, the survivors felt 

a compelling need to share their stories.

“They were uncomfortable coming forward 

(at first), but then they did,” Haar said.

Haar and Hosmer didn’t want to talk solely 

about combat experiences. They also sought 

to learn more about the veterans as individu-

als who were shaped by their times.

“When we interviewed World War II 

veterans, we would ask people about their 

early life, education and being farm kids,” 

Hosmer said. “We asked about their educa-

tion and what they did for fun as kids. They 

would swim the Jim River. They grew up in the 

Depression and during FDR’s (Franklin Delano 

Roosevelt’s) presidency. They lived through 

bank failures and crop failures.”

As a result, the Greatest Generation came 

across as modest, humble people despite 

winning a war and building a nation once they 

arrived home, Haar said.

 “It was like an ‘American Heroes’ script,” 

he said. “But it was raw history, so it was 

all the better. There was no painted-over, 

rehearsed interview. It was straight from the 

heart.”
The veterans maintained their military 

discipline throughout their lifetimes, Hosmer 

said. “When we set up an interview for 11 

a.m., they would be there at 10 a.m.,” he said.

The veterans told incredible stories about 

the war, Hosmer said. “But there were certain 

topics where you just pulled away (during the 

interviews),” he said.

Haar experienced that moment on a 

personal level. “I took my dad from Freeman 

over to Wagner (to talk with another veteran). 

When we drove back, there was just silence in 

the car,” he said.

Other times, family members didn’t want 

to talk about their war experiences and the 

atrocities they witnessed, Haar said.

“It’s amazing, some of the battles,” Hosmer 

said.
AMAZING STORIES

Hosmer and Haar identified WWII veterans 

for possible interviews, but not all would 

be part of the project. Of the pool, 15 were 

unable to participate because of old age and 

another 12-15 didn’t want to be interviewed.

The project came across some unexpected 

finds, Hosmer said.

“Jim Black was a submariner during World 

War II,’ he said. “They (submariners) suffered 

the highest casualty rate, but they sank 54 

percent of all Japanese ships. The Japanese 

tried to destroy them.”

Some of the wartime moments were un-

canny, Hosmer said.

One soldier was reading a story about the 

homecoming king in the Yankton High School 

newspaper, the Woksape, Hosmer said.

“Then he heard somebody yell, ‘You want 

to grab a line?’ And it was the homecoming 

king he was just reading about,” Hosmer said. 

“Another time, a local solder jumped into a 

foxhole, and there he was with the quarter-

back of the Vermillion High School football 

team.”
Those who enlisted before Pearl Harbor 

got to choose their military branch, often 

selecting the Navy or Coast Guard, Haar said.

The veterans were affected by their war 

experience even after they returned home, 

Hosmer said.

“The ‘Greatest Generation’ hated war more 

than anyone else. They weren’t warmongers. 

They were happy the war was over,” he said. 

“Great Britain had no more men (available for 

battle). Americans were war-weary and draft-

ing men in their 40s. The United States had 

454,000 killed over four years and 16 million 

who were in military service.”

Meanwhile, the Japanese were determined 

to defend their homeland to the death, Hos-

mer said.
“We didn’t realize how radicalized the 

Japanese culture was at the time,” he said, 

with even children trained for war.

President Harry Truman made the decision 

to drop the atomic bomb when considering 

the costs of a prolonged, bloody war, Hosmer 

said.

RETURNING HOME

The soldiers and sailors came from and 

returned to a much different era than modern 

America, Haar said.

“Today, the lifestyle is fast-paced,” he said. 

“Back then, neighbors were close knit and 

cared for each other. They helped each other 

out. They would play cards and enjoy time 

together.  The kids walked home for lunch. It 

was a different time and a different life.”

World War II shaped the entire nation, 

Hosmer said.

“The defining event for that generation 

was Pearl Harbor,” he said. “For others who 

came later, it was the assassination attempt 

on President Reagan, the Challenger explosion 

or 9/11.”
Hosmer said he was grateful for the 

interviews and capturing the living history. 

The two men plan to donate the video to a 

museum or university as a historical resource.

“There were unique stories that people 

told us. Thank God we’ve been able to pre-

serve the stories for perpetuity,” Hosmer said. 

“I wish we had done this (project) 20 years 

sooner. But I’m not sure (the veterans) would 

have talked 20 years earlier.”

Haar considered the interviews a life-

changing experience for Hosmer and him.

“Both of us became way more aware of 

what sacrifice means,” he said. “Neither of us 

were drafted or had to go to war. Due to (the 

veterans’) service, they accomplished a lot for 

mankind. They wanted to do their utmost so 

their stories weren’t forgotten.”

Hosmer expressed gratitude to the 

veterans. “We owe everything to them. They 

sacrificed because they assumed it was the 

right thing to do,” he said.

Brokaw’s “Greatest Generation” provided 

a great service in educating the public about 

World War II and the heroes on the front line, 

Hosmer said.

In a smaller way, Haar and Hosmer hope 

their project educates the public about the 

war. The public holds some knowledge about 

the European theater but relatively little about 

the Pacific theater, they said.

World War II continues to impact everyday 

life 70 years after the war’s conclusion, Hos-

mer said. He pointed to the domino effect of 

ending colonialism, the Korean and Vietnam 

wars and the current Middle East conflict.

“If you don’t know your history, you’re 

doomed to repeat it,” he said.

Follow @RDockendorf on Twitter.

History
Listening To

Two Yankton Men Work To Record And Preserve 

The Experiences Of World War II Veterans

D

Dave Hosmer (left) and Doug Haar of Yankton are engaged in a project to record the ex-

periences of World War II veterans. This year marks the 70th anniversary of the end of the 
war, and the surviving veterans of the conflict are at least in their upper 80s, and many 

are older. (Randy Dockendorf/P&D)
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BY TOM BROKAW

For the Press & Dakotan

n Dec. 7, 1941, war came to America 

and Yankton answered the call. 

National Guard units were activated, 

other young men were drafted or en-

listed in the Army, Navy, Marines and 

Coast Guard. Wives banded together 

to form an emotional shield against 

news of wounds or, worst of all, miss-

ing in action or killed in action (KIA).

My wife Meredith and her mother, Vivian Auld, 

moved in with Guy and Edith Harvey, Vivian’s parents. 

Meredith remembers the solemn ritual of gathering 

beside the large cabinet radio to hear the nightly war 

news. Meredith’s father, Merritt, was away for almost 

five years, a front line surgeon through North Africa and 

Italy.
Cliff, “Kip” Larson I knew as the genial proprietor of 

the Blue Moon Drive-In with its signature dish, broasted 

chicken. I had no idea that shortly after his star athletic 

years at Yankton High, he was landing gliders in the 

invasion in the south of France.

Ken Henseler was a medic with the Marines on Pe-

lilu, the Corps’ most savage battle of the war.

My father’s dear friend, Elmo Christiansen, was a 

Coast Guardsman off San Francisco, looking out for 

Japanese submarines.

Don Allan came to Yankton as a football coach and 

stayed as a producer of championship teams, a wise 

counselor to students and a local historian. I knew he 

had been a star athlete at Augustana, but I did not know 

he fought in the Battle of the Bulge. He never talked 

about it.
The beloved Hod Nielsen flew reconnaissance mis-

sions over the beaches of Normandy before D-Day and 

planned to spend his post-war years seeing the world 

— that is, UNTIL the day a German warplane chased 

him out over the English Channel. Hod decided that, 

after the war, he wanted to return to the welcoming 

arms of Yankton.

Yankton’s 147th Field Artillery battalion was acti-

Brokaw: 

Recalling 

The Heroes

O
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Voters  
Reject 
County 
Levy
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BY ROB NIELSEN
rob.nielsen@yankton.net

A proposed levy to help fund road and bridge 
repairs in Yankton County failed to garner enough votes 
to be implemented during a special election Tuesday 
night.

The final tally was 2,396 voting against (70 percent) 
and 1,029 (30 percent) voting for the measure. A total 
of 3,427 ballots were cast, with two blank ballots being 
rejected. Voter turnout was 24 percent.

The proposed levy, allowed with the passage of Sen-
ate Bill 1 during this year’s state legislative session, was 
originally adopted by the Yankton County Commission 
in July. However, a successful petition drive referred it 
to a vote of the county. 

Yankton County Commission chair-
man Todd Woods said the commission 
did its best to make its case.

“I’m disappointed, of course, but 
the people have spoken,” Woods said. 
“What I’m proud of is the effort our 
commissioners put in to get out to the 
people to talk to (them) — whether it 
was the town hall meetings, whether it 
was the forums or education sessions. 
The people have spoken and we’ll 
listen.”

From here, Woods said the county will have to 
research its options.

“We have to go to the drawing board and figure out 
what our next step will be,” he said. “The problem’s still 
there. The roads are bad and the solution is still going 
to need some kind of funding to take care of them. 
We’re just going to how that’s going to be.”

In an email to the Press & Dakotan, levy opponent 
Randy Gleich accused the commission of not exploring 
every available option.

“It is the commission’s obligation to the taxpayer 
to uncover every rock and explore every possibility 
available for funding before they tax citizens of Yankton 
and Yankton County,” Gleich said. “This I know was 
not done and they basically took the ‘easy’ way out 
and passed the ‘tax levy.’ To add insult to injury, they 
passed the maximum tax possible as if the ‘world’ were 
going to end.”

He added that there was a need for additional lan-
guage allowing any imposed levy to be put to rest and 
specify where the money went.

“Unfortunately, the initial levy legal language did 
not include such items as the ‘sunset clause’ or ‘for 
the purpose of’ and, as we all know, sooner than later 
the funds will quickly be absorbed and lost within the 
government’s general budget. This is not what the 
people want.”

Woods said from here, the commission must take a 
look at the budget and what they’ll be able to do with 
roads in 2016.

“The budget will be formalized here really soon,” 
he said. “In 2016, not much can be done for roads. The 
money’s not there. Whatever road projects need to be 
done, we’ll have to look at them again and see if we can 
pull some money out of the unassigned cash. We’re go-
ing to have to reevaluate the budget.”

Under Senate Bill 1, counties are allowed to vote for 

Inside Today

EDITOR’S NOTE: This profile of Vietnam War veteran Bob 
Chavis, a longtime Yankton lawyer and state’s attorney, was writ-
ten by Dave Hosmer. To see more articles by Hosmer regarding 
World War II, see today’s HERITAGE edition.

———
BY DAVE HOSMER
For the Press & Dakotan

ob Chavis should be dead. Probably many times 
over. Perhaps he was over eager once or twice, but 
that’s the life of a professional soldier. His survival 
may be just plain luck. If the truth be told, it is we 
who are the lucky ones because we have gotten 
to know this man. This warrior. He was and is pas-
sionate about his military life and we can learn a 

lot from him.
Bob joined the Army on May 5, 1958 — with a ninth grade 

education. His sister forged his mother’s name on his enlist-

ment papers so he could join at age 17. Living in Peoria, 
Illinois, he was raised by a single mother. His two older broth-
ers were both in the military, the older in the airborne during 
World War II. Both brotherly love and pride shine as Bob 
presents their pictures.

After basic training, he sought out airborne infantry. Due 
to his vision, he moved to airborne MP. His first duty in the 
MP was assignment to the 101st Airborne where he earned his 
wings. He was honorably discharged in 1962 at Specialist 4th 
rank. Sixty days later, he re-enlisted and was assigned to Head-
quarters 5th Army and then to the 8th Airborne MP which 
was stationed in Bad Kreuznach, Germany. He truly loved that 
assignment. 

Thereafter, he took an assignment with the 82nd Airborne. 
He was with the 82nd when it was deployed in the Dominican 

As MP In Vietnam, Chavis 
Took The Fight To The Enemy
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BY RANDY DOCKENDORF
randy.dockendorf@yankton.net

SCOTLAND — Rail service has resumed, 
but the clean—up continues following the 
recent derailment of ethanol tanker cars and 
ensuing fire southeast of Scotland.

The Burlington Northern Santa Fe (BNSF) 
train derailed Sept. 19 in Bon Homme County. 
The 96-car train was crossing a wooden 
bridge around 6:15 a.m. when the derailment 
occurred. Seven cars filled with ethanol went 
off the tracks, with three cars breached and 
spilling ethanol that caught fire.

No injuries were reported in the incident, 
which occurred just north of S.D. Highway 46. 
The immediate site was sealed off by federal 
and railroad officials.

The tracks re-opened Sept. 23, BNSF 
spokeswoman Amy McBeth told the Press & 
Dakotan.

“The bridge was destroyed in the incident. 
It was replaced with large 9-foot culverts,” she 
said Tuesday. “This is common for replace-
ment projects. Across our railroad, when we 
have planned bridge replacement projects, 

Railroad Bridge Near Scotland   
Replaced; Investigation Ongoing
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PHOTO: BOB CHAVIS
Bob Chavis, center, is shown with two members of his team while working with the military police (MP) in South Vietnam 
in the late 1960s during the Vietnam War. The team’s duties included far more than internal security, as they also went on 
patrols and were involved in firefights with the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong.

Seventy Percent   
Of Voters Reject  

Tax Proposal

Woods

… Upon A 
YHS Star

Yankton High School’s 
Abby Boyd performed a 
solo version of Tori Kelly’s 
“Dear No One” during the 
YHS choir’s annual “Even-
ing with the Stars” concert, 
held Tuesday night at the 
YHS/Summit Activities 
Center theatre. Besides 
solo or small group per-
formances, numerous YHS 
vocal ensembles performed 
during the event, which 
showcased songs that have 
become popular since 2010. 
(Kelly Hertz/P&D)BNSF | PAGE 12
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