
ALL BRAVE MEN 

 

The following was written by Abraham Lastnik of Framingham, who served in the 9
th
 Armored Division, 

2
nd

 Tank Battalion, as a Private First Class. He served in the Ardennes, Rhineland and central Europe. 

 

Occasionally, frontline troops were given a rest. Either they were pulled back into reserves for a week or 

small groups were sent back to a secured rest area for a week of R&R (rest and recreation). In the rest 

areas, there was a distinct separation of types of troops. There was the clean-shaven, clean and neatly 

dressed, rather introspective and quiet soldier. Then, there was the raucous, slovenly, unshaven, rear-area 

support troop pretending to be combat troops. 

 

Well, in transport back to the coast, I was in a 40 and 8 (a holdover name from WWI for the freight trains 

that were designated for 40 men and eight horses), the only tanker with 20 infantry soldiers being sent to 

Japan via a leave in the States. In the car in front of us housed a group of the “rear area commandos” also 

heading home. 

 

For no conceivable reason the train stopped, one afternoon near a field out of sight of any civilization. In 

the field, on the right side of the train, was a pregnant cow, quietly grazing and minding its own business. 

As the time dragged on, the troops became restless. The horde of “rear area commandos” surrounded the 

cow and started to worry her – poked her, pulled her tail, and one of the braver “heroes” was lifted astride 

her back and tried to make her move. The men in my car became very angry and were about to attack the 

“heroes.” Fortunately, I saw a horse on the left side of the train and challenged the “commandos” to ride 

the animal that was used for that purpose. The horse was a very large workhorse, a dray. It was tethered 

with about a 20-foot-long rope. 

 

Wow! A real challenge; they tumbled through the train doors and surrounded the horse. None of them 

dare touch the animal; they maintained a safe distance from the large horse. The horse became annoyed 

by their shouting and babbling and shook its head as if to shake them out of its mane. The “heroes” 

panicked and routed to the safety of the boxcar. 

 

Then the men in my car started to taunt and ridicule those “brave men.” And, I was the loudest and most 

vicious in the harassment. One of the “heroes,” particularly annoyed by my taunts, yelled to me, “All 

right, if you are so brave, you ride that wild horse.” He was joined by the rest of his group daring me to 

ride the animal. One of the “heroes,” to show me up, offered me a U.S. dollar if I got on the animal’s 

back. My friends urged me to take the challenge and tried to reassure me that the horse was not wild. I 



informed them that I was not afraid, that I rode horses before I went into the Army and that I was 

acquainted with that type of horse – a very tame plow horse. 

 

I informed them that I was playing a game. To the “heroes,” I responded, “A dollar? Risk my life with a 

wild horse that none of you brave men dare approach?” We bantered back and forth, then I offered to 

“risk” my life and limb and ride the horse for $5. They pooled the $5 and covered my dare. 

 

Again I had to reassure my friends that I am an experienced horseback rider and everything was under 

control.  I asked two of them to join me in the field, one to hold the head (rope) of the horse, and the other 

to boost me onto its back. After I mounted the horse, I asked my friends to step back. The horse turned its 

head and gave me an annoying look, then lowered its head and continued to graze. After much urging and 

kicking, the horse moved slowly around its tether. I dismounted, returned to the train and collected my 

five U.S. dollars from the grumbling “rear action commandos” who realized they had been conned. 

 

BEATING THE CENSOR 

Consider the intensity of shock that parents would experience when they received a telegram from the 

Army telling them that their son was killed in battle when he had told them that he was stationed 50 miles 

behind the front in a command post 25 feet underground. I loved my parents too much to submit to that 

sort of trauma. When I left for the Army, I promised them I would be truthful; I would keep them 

informed of where I was and the hazards I may be facing. 

 

This promise was difficult to keep when I went overseas. All mail originating in combat theaters were 

censored. But the cliché “Necessity is the mother of invention” is true. Creativity and ingenuity stems 

from the ability to use acquired knowledge to solve a totally unrelated problem. 

 

Hebrew has a phonetic alphabet comprised essentially of consonants with the vowels represented as 

symbols under the letters. It is written from right to left. Written or printed Yiddish uses the Hebrew 

alphabet, except vowels are specific letters or combinations after a consonant. It is therefore possible to 

write English using the Hebrew or Yiddish script. 

 

For example, “alef yod (I) lamed alef vase (love) yod vov (you).” 

 

So, I wrote home frequently; and when I wanted to circumvent the censors, I wrote English using the 

Yiddish script. It must have been quite confusing to a censor that read and understood Yiddish, but did 



not recognize my English. None of my letters were ever censored, and my parents knew where I was and 

what I was doing. 

 

PESACH: Nissan 15, 5705 

 

It was Wednesday evening, March 28, 1945. My tank was sitting on top of a hill somewhere in eastern 

Germany. Our cannon was zeroed in on a curve in a road about a quarter of a mile away. We were in a 

forward position and anything coming down that road would be the enemy. 

 

Although we were aware of our responsibility and alert for a possible Nazi advance, we were engaged in 

our usual chatter. That is, all except me; I was silent and withdrawn. (Tank crew comprised the driver, 

Paul Brilla of Polish descent; assistant driver and bow gunner, LeMere of French descent; gunner Olsen 

of Swedish descent; tank commander Jim Seagraves, of English descent; and me, a Roumanian father and 

Russian mother.) Jim Seagraves noticed and asked, “What’s the matter, Abe, are you sick?” “Yes,” I 

responded, “homesick.” “Homesick,” he exclaimed. “Aren’t you a bit out of character?” 

 

“Tonight,” I explained, “my entire family except for my brother, who is with the Air Corps in England, 

and I will be assembled for an annual ritual and festive meal. It is the first day of Passover (Wednesday, 

March 28, 1945; 15 Nissan 5705). At the mention of Passover, the tank crew seemed to direct their 

attention to me, and Jim cried out with surprise, “You’re Jewish?” “What do you think this is,” I 

responded, dangling the Mezzulah hanging on the chain with my dogtags. “We thought it was some sort 

of good luck charm,” he replied. 

 

So, on an isolated outpost, in hostile Germany, in a tank, I proceeded to conduct a Seder. I recounted the 

story of the Israelites’ liberation from Egyptian slavery. The main course of our Seder meal was a kosher 

salami, that I periodically received from home, and crackers from our K rations. And, we toasted Pesach 

with “liberated” German wine. 

 

I was the sole Jew in Company A of the 2
nd

 Tank Battalion in the 9
th
 Armored Division. 

 

WHAT WAS THAT? 

 



Between firing missions, while waiting to cross the Rhine, one soldier stood in the turret of each tank 

ready to use the 50-calibre machine gun. We all surveyed the sky hoping that we see nothing. 

 

One day, during my watch, someone yelled, “Behind you!” I, as well as all other men, swung our 

machine guns around to face the road. As I turned I saw, out of the corner of my eye, a black shape that 

“swished” down the road just above tree-top level and was gone by the time I turned around. What was 

that? It looked like an airplane, but it had no propeller and hardly made a sound. 

 

After I collected my senses, I remembered hearing of a new German fighter plane that took off vertically 

like a rocket. Years later, when I was working in the Naval Experimental Aircraft Factory, I learned that 

the mysterious craft was a ram jet aircraft. And, the German plane was shot up by an auxiliary rocket 

because a ram jet must have a specific velocity passing through it before the fuel would ignite. 

 

Late one afternoon, again on my watch, we spotted a plane in the distance. It was at a high altitude and 

flying towards us. The plane dropped down as he approached, perhaps to identify us. We, however, were 

“combat wary.” Though we recognized it was a U.S fighter plane, 15 machine guns were aimed at it. We 

remembered that during the Bulge, Germans infiltrated our lines dressed in American uniforms. Our 

trigger fingers itched while we tracked the plane. Then the pilot initiated a foolish maneuver; he started to 

waggle his wings, and tracers from 15  50-calibre machine guns converged on the plane. It went down. 

Waggling wings could be a greeting, but in a combat zone, it indicated a strafing maneuver. 

 

That evening, our CO read the riot act. “Whose side are you on?” “Can’t you recognize an American 

plane?” “You all should be court marshaled…” etc., etc. “That dumb SOB,” the captain continued, 

“should not have been there. We were told that there would be no Allied air activity in the vicinity of the 

Bridge. You were right in assuming he was the enemy.” 

 

COMPANY “A” AT THE RHINE 

 

The tank company pulled off the road into a field approximately 2 kilometers from the Rhine River. A 

patrol took off to reconnoiter the east bank of the river for possible tank positions. Our company’s orders 

were to dig in on the east bank to fire as artillery in anticipation and cover for an amphibious assault on 

the west bank. 

 

The patrol returned with the desired information. When we asked, “How are things going up there?” they 

told us that there was a great deal of shooting – they knew nothing else. 



Shortly, the CO told us that division troops had crossed the Rhine over a railroad bridge (Remagen 

Bridge) that the Germans had not blown. We were to stay where we were and to fire as artillery. We 

moved to the line, and for the next few days, we fired harassing fire across the Rhine as an artillery 

battery. 

 

Fifteen tanks of Company A were lined up on the field on one side of the road, and the other side housed 

a row of concrete block buildings with metal roofs. We slept in the loft under the metal roof of one of the 

buildings. The buildings were some sort of collection point or warehouse for crates of apples. The 

contents of one building were different; it contained bottles of wine. 

 

Immediately after the bridgehead was established, troops started to funnel towards the bridge. There were 

two main roads – the road parallel to the river, and the road that bordered our tanks (I shall refer to it as 

“our road”). During the day, traffic on both roads were one way – towards the bridge. At dusk, “our road” 

became one way away from the river. All day long, trucks loaded with infantry rumbled down “our road” 

to the river. 

 

We lined the crates of apples by the side of the road. If a truck full of infantry slowed down hear our 

station, we tossed or handed them a crate of apples. The wine we hoarded for ourselves, which resulted in 

a drunken orgy one day. With more than half of the Company drunk, I, one of the sober ones, had to pull 

a double duty firing mission. 

 

At dusk and through the night, trucks returned from the river down “our road.” They were not empty; they 

were packed with German POWs heading for a safe and relatively luxurious life, some in camps in the 

USA. 

 

RIGHT FROM THE HORSE’S MOUTH 

 

Approximately a week after the Remagen Bridge was first crossed, our tank battalion received marching 

orders. We were going to cross the Rhine. The bridge had been condemned. The heavy travel over the 

railroad bridge weakened it and no vehicles were permitted on it. I crossed the Rhine on a pontoon bridge. 

The only time I saw a U.S. flag in Europe was one a command post in Remagen. 

 

After we secured the tanks on the west bank of the Rhine, all men in the company seemed to be of one 

mind. En masse, we ran to the banks of the river, lined up and urinated. We wanted to write home that we 

“peed” in the Rhine. 



 

When dinner as announced, we went through the mess line in small groups. Our dinner was disturbed by 

the inconsiderate Germans; they started to lob howitzer shells into our area. Everyone dived under the 

nearest tank for cover. An Infantry Staff Sergeant from the 27
th
 Infantry Battalion, passing through the 

area, joined me under the tank. He looked familiar. When he told me his name was Drabik, I asked him if 

he was some sort of nut. I recognized the name from a Stars and Stripes headline. 

 

Why, I asked, was he the first one to cross the Remagen Bridge. His response was that it was “safer on the 

other side and I could run faster than the others” and he proceeded to tell about the crossing. 

 

His platoon had to reconnoiter the bridge and report their findings back to headquarters. They were 

specifically ordered not to attempt to cross it if it was not blown. The platoon arrived at the bridge, it was 

standing, all was quiet. They had a conference and the consensus was to ignore the orders and cross the 

bridge. 

 

Germans in the bridge towers and one the rigging started to shoot at the platoon as they crossed the 

bridge. The Germans set off a couple of minor charges that did not really damage the bridge. As they ran, 

the soldiers cut every wire they saw (they were equipped with wire cutters) and luckily cut the main 

charges. 

 

When they reached the east end of the bridge, the platoon leader radioed headquarters to report. When he 

told them that the bridge was still standing, he was told to try to cross it if he thinks it safe. When he told 

them that he was on the other side, all hell broke loose. All troops in the area were ordered to converge on 

the bridge and establish a bridgehead. 

 

Abraham Lastnik served from June 1944-April 1946. He would go on to become a chemist and design 

engineer for the U.S. Soldiers Systems Command (aka Natick Labs) for nearly 40 years. He was a 

resident of Framingham, and died in 2010. 

 

This document was presented as part of a Natick Veterans Oral History Project interview with his wife, 

Charlotte, conducted Nov. 18, 2010. 

 

 


