VET PUTS WAR IMAGES IN PAST
By Brad Hoopes for the Reporter-Herald
What sticks out most when listening to Frank “Sam” MacDonald tell about his experiences in World War II is everything that he saw.  

After basic training Sam was sent to the Army Specialized Training Program.  This elite program was hard to get into as you had to have a very high IQ. Unfortunately the army projected a shortage of regular combat soldiers and cancelled Sam’s program.  Most everyone there was then sent to the 84th Infantry Division at Camp Claiborne, LA.  He served in the 334th Infantry Regiment, 3rd Battalion, Company I of the 84th.
They shipped out to Europe and entered into combat in November 1944.  On that first day, Sam was 1 of 3 men in a 12 man unit not injured or killed.  They now became the leaders and were given 9 replacements.  Drawing straws, Sam became the assistance squad leader.  All three were just 18-19 years old and privates.  

On Christmas Day Sam’s unit was overrun by the Germans during the Battle of the Bulge.  A German tank fired its machine gun towards Sam and he dove into a foxhole.  Doing so, he felt a pain in his leg and thought he had landed on a shovel.  He soon discovered he had been shot.   The Germans continued on and for a week Sam and his men were trapped.  They shivered in their foxholes during one of the coldest winters in Europe’s history, boiled tree bark for food and melted snow to drink.  A counter offensive eventually freed them.  From there they continued on to Holland where the squad leader was killed, now making Sam the squad leader.  He would be the leader from then on until they reached the Elbe River and the war’s end.

All along until he returned home were those many sights:

- The carnage during battles that he doesn’t care to talk about.

- The German rockets in the sky heading to England.  In reverse, the sky filled with thousands of Allied planes heading to Germany.
- A German jet fighter strafing their convoy.  Everyone was terrified because they had never seen a jet before.

- The site where the Nazis had taken 2000 political prisoners, locked them into a barn and set the barn on fire.  The Army made a man from each unit come witness this and go back and tell their unit.  Sam was picked to go from his unit.
-The waves during a storm on the trip home.  On the crest of the wave, the ship’s propeller was out of the water and while in the trough the walls of water around them would be 70 feet high.  It was as terrifying as any of the battles.
- The Statue of Liberty and seeing the ship list to the side as men rushed to that side of the ship to see it.

- The cities and towns as he traveled across the country to Colorado.  After seeing nothing but total destruction in Europe, he had a very hard time comprehending the sight of unscathed cities again. 
Of the 184 men who left Camp Claiborne with Sam, he was 1 of only 13 who made it the entire way through the war.  He received the Purple Heart and Bronze Star. 

Sam has a jovial and upbeat personality.  “I feel lucky that I had the ability to put behind what I saw and only concentrate on the good things that have happened in my life.” He says.  That ability is a good thing, because like many in the war, Sam saw more than any person should ever have to.  
