
Kids as Historians—Using Letters 
 
 

Activity: “World War II Letters” 
 The two letters that follow were sent to the same 
woman, Mrs. Isabel M. Holland of Richmond. It is important 
to introduce the letters one at a time with the letter from Joe 
first. (Joe was Mrs. Holland’s son who was serving in the 
army in Europe during WWII.) Note that the letter is dated 
“D + 4 = June 10.” This refers to four days after D-Day, 
June 6, 1944. “ETO” means “European Theater of 
Operations,” Eisenhower’s command.  
 

In his letter, Joe tells his mother he is safely ensconced 
in the English countryside where he spends his time reading. 
He expresses hope that he will have the opportunity to “take 
a crack at Hitler’s so called ‘Supermen.’” Sadly, Joe was not 
telling his mother the truth in his efforts to keep her from 
worrying about him. In reality, Joe was on the front lines in 
France. Do not tell this to the children. Help them discover 
it. 
 
 The second letter is from one of Joe’s buddies, David 
Bucher. It is a letter of condolence written to Mrs. Holland 
after Joe’s death. There is no way to determine the exact 
date that Joe died, but it must have been shortly after he 
wrote home for the last time. 
 
 Make copies of the original letters. The typed versions 
are for your reference. After distributing the first letter, 
assist students in reading it aloud, stopping to discuss 
various aspects or to comment on specifics relating to the 
war. Allow enough time for students to get to “know” Joe. 
You might wait until the next day to introduce the second 
letter. If so, remind students of the previous day’s letter—
who is was to and whom it was from, etc. Then, after giving 
copies of the second letter to students, read it aloud to them 



slowly without comment. After the letter ask students 
questions that will assist them in figuring out why Joe 
misrepresented the facts to his mother. Continue the 
discussion as long as needed, helping children deal with any 
feelings of upset. 



 
       D+4 = June 10 
        ETO 

(European Theater  
       of Operations) 

 
 
Dear Mother: 
 
 D-day has come and gone – and how well you must 
know it.  I daresay you folks at Home have talked of nothing 
else since last Tuesday…right?  Looks like the Yanks, British, 
Russians and Free French are giving ‘em hell right now—
doesn’t it?  And they’ll keep right on ‘till they take ol’ Berlin. 
 
 As for myself—I’m still safely tucked away here in the 
English countryside. . . . reading about the great battles in 
France in the English newspapers. . . . so you needn’t worry 
about me.  I don’t know when we will cross the channel. . . 
maybe we won’t—I can’t say.  I would like to get in there 
and take a crack at Hitler’s so called “Supermen”. . . . before 
it’s all over. 
 
 Honestly, Mom, I don’t know what to write about. . . . 
even tho’ I haven’t written you in a little over two weeks . . . 
about seventeen days or so.  I ‘spose you knew about mail 
being stopped a week or ten days before D-day – or found 
out about it soon afterwards, didn’t you?  Both incoming and 
outgoing mail was cut off ‘till today – D+4.  So far, I haven’t 
received any today, but if and when it does come, I hope I 
get a lot of it.  Seems like years since I last heard from 
Home. 
 
 And speaking of Home. . . .how is everybody?  I trust 
Thomas is up and around again. . . .your last letter sounded 
as tho’ he was recovering rapidly and doing nicely.  I 
certainly hope so.  And Janet and Arthur (and “Brev”). . . .?  
Did Howard get a chance to get Home for awhile on his way 



South.  I hope he did. . . he hasn’t spent but a couple of 
days there in the last thirteen months.  He certainly did get 
a tough break up at New Haven, didn’t he?  I know it broke 
his heart to have to go to Camp Davis again.  What’s he 
doing down there now?   
 

You remember Ainslie Pryor and Joe Tagg, don’t you?  
They were a couple of Howard’s buddies up at Virginia Tech  
. . .the three of ‘em used to have some hectic times together 
up there according to the stories Howard told us at Home.  
Well, there is a young lieutenant in our outfit – Lt. Robert 
Foley from Memphis – who knows Pryor and Tagg real well.  
You might mention this to Howard when you next write him 
– I believe he still corresponds with ‘em occasionally.  In 
fact, he ran into Ainslie up in New Haven a few months ago. 
  
 I spend most of my spare time nowadays reading. . .It 
has been a long time since I’ve read some good books, but 
now with “time on my hands” and lots of pocket-size books 
published by The Council on Books In Wartime, Inc. 
available, I’ve read quite a lot. . . . some of ‘em being 
“Starbuck” (John Selby), “Grapes of Wrath” (John 
Steinbeck), “Great Smith” (Edison Marshall) and “Fathoms 
Below” (Frank Meier). . . . and, of course, I still read Yank 
Magazine. . . .truly a great little publication. 
 
 Have you received the two packages I sent Home. . . . 
one with some of my personal articles and the other 
containing the etching I got you?  I do hope they both arrive 
in good condition.  By the way. . . I’m enclosing a picture of 
Bob which I want you to put in my album for me.  ‘Tis one 
he had taken just prior to getting his commission (May 10th) 
and it is really a good one. . .the best I have of him yet.  
Upon becoming an Ensign, he was assigned to duty in New 
Orleans.  Jackie Freeman was commissioned with the same 
class.  “Big” Marvin Bass didn’t quite make it and was sent 
to Great Lakes where he will probably play football this fall.  



Watch ‘im. . . it wouldn’t surprise me a bit to see him make 
All-American with them this year. 
 
 Due to the fact that outgoing mail was stopped 
temporarily, I haven’t been able to write and thank Mrs. 
Johnson for the swell box of candy.  I will do so, however, as 
soon as I can I intend, too, to write Dr. Boyd soon.  Seems 
as tho’ I owe letters to ‘most everyone. . . .and with little 
chance of ever catching up. 
 
 Now about Phyllis----have you seen her recently—or 
called?  I do hope so.  I trust you have by now received my 
letter asking you to get her a birthday (June 28) gift for me.  
 
 Well, I guess I’m gonna’ have to close now—‘tis getting 
pretty late and I’m badly in need of some sleep at present.  
Give my love to everyone and tell ‘em to write soon. . .and 
you write, too, y’hear. 
 
        All my love, 
 
         Joe 
 



 
 
 
       July 28, 1944 
 
 
 
Dear Mrs. Holland: 
 
 I received your very sweet letter today, and realizing 
the shock that you are undergoing, made me appreciate it 
more than words can express.  I have delayed in paying my 
respects through a letter, simply because I didn’t want to 
take the liberty of informing you of your lost (loss) before 
the government had officially done so. 
 
 Mrs. Holland, I looked on “Joe” as one of my best 
friends – although we hadn’t been too well acquainted 
before entering the service – his character was one that just 
grew on me in a way that I considered him far beyond the 
term “just a friend”.  We were together less than a half an 
hour before the end, discussing whether or not to let our 
parents know we were in France, because we wanted to 
reduce their worries as much as possible.  He wasn’t at all 
worried over the fact of being in France, he was in good 
humor and I took things as a course knowing “Joe” as I 
believe I did.  I’m confident that he wouldn’t want you to 
greive over him, but to look proudly up and say, “My son 
died so that others might live.” 
 
       With all my sympathy 
       I remain, as ever, 
        a friend, 
           David 
 



 


















