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World War II Memories: Time Is of the Essence 
Gary L. Oberts, OLLI at the University of California - Irvine 

 

Abstract 

Time is running out to hear first-hand experiences told by World War II veterans and 

those supporting them at home. An amazing collection of stories is potentially waiting for 

OLLI classes from our own members who lived during this amazing period in our history. 

OLLI at UC-Irvine heard tales from two theaters of operation, as well as from the 

homefronts of the U.S. and England. Heroes are very likely sitting among you – all you 

have to do is ask to hear their stories. 

 

“What an amazing and emotional journey” 

“These people are our OLLI treasures” 

“These sessions became alive with the first-hand stories of those who lived them” 

 

Background 

At no time in modern history did events change lives more quickly than during the World 

War II era. Imagine being a high school graduate yesterday and a U.S. Marine starting 

down a road that would lead to Iwo Jima today. Or a U.S. or British soldier landing on 

Normandy ten days after the beach was secured, then moving inland into Nazi fortified 

territory and on to Berlin. Imagine the journey of a Jewish teenager growing up in 

Hamburg, then being up-rooted by parents aware of the Nazi threat and brought to the 

U.S., later to join the armed forces and serve in the South Pacific. How about life at home 

in either the U.S. or England, or in a support role as a nurse or a Navy seaman? Or living 

under the Liverpool flight path of German bombers on their way to deliver their loads? 
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Putting together a class to hear these stories from those who lived them started as a 

thought by a group of OLLI at UCI Board members after a summary of discussions held 

at the 2009 OLLI annual meeting. One of the topics suggested at the annual meeting was 

capturing stories of WW II. Once the wheels began turning, there was no stopping the 

energy that flowed from organizers and participants. We were underway on one of the 

most successful OLLI classes ever, according to many of the attendees. 

 

The Class - “World War II Remembered” 

The goal of the class was to obtain first-hand stories of life during WW II from OLLI 

members who served abroad or lived on the home front. Organizers included four 

members of the OLLI at UCI Board with an interest in the topic and the requisite amount 

of energy to devote to getting it organized and presented. The incentive to get the class 

presented was the fact that our WW II era veterans and civilians with stories to tell are 

dying at an alarming rate. The Veterans Administration estimates a death rate of 1,000 

vets per day, with only a few million of the over 16 million WW II vets still living. 

Deaths peaked in 2008 and will continue to drop until none are left. Added to these 

decreasing numbers are the civilians that lived and worked on the homefront. The 

necessity to act fast was apparent to us all. In fact, one of the participants, aged 92, urged 

us to get the class presented as soon as possible because “we won’t be around for long!” 
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The planning group for the class (Julie 

Hume, Jnana Anderson , Jessie 

Tromberg and myself) knew that we 

needed a lot of time to gather 

participants and help them prepare their 

presentations. We started meeting in 

January, 2010 for a fall 2010 class. We 

suggested a name for the class of “Heroes Among Us – Stories of WW II”, but our heroes 

did not want anything to do with that title. They told us, as typical for the Greatest 

Generation, that they were just doing their jobs like everyone else in that period. 

 

Recruitment was very simple. We put a call for participants into our monthly OLLI 

newsletter asking for anyone with a good story to come to an organizational meeting. The 

first meeting yielded six of the ten presenters we would end with. The other four noted an 

interest, but could not attend that first meeting. One attendee withdrew midway through 

the first meeting when discussion moved to the support by those serving in the South 

Pacific for the atomic bomb drops on Japan – she disagreed and pulled out of the group, 

even though we would have welcomed her dissenting opinion as part of the discussion. 

Those serving in the South Pacific noted that the bomb drops prevented an estimated one 

million U.S. military deaths had an attack on the Japanese homeland occurred. 

 

By the third meeting, word had spread around OLLI and we had all members identified 

for presentation. An agenda was identified to present first an introduction of the series. 
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Each future presenter was introduced to the class, followed by an historical perspective 

given by a retired U.S. Air Force JAG (Judge Advocate General) Colonel (Jay Cooper), 

who is a lifelong student of WW II. Jay served in the U.S. Merchant Marines in the 

Pacific and Italy during WW II. We thought that this perspective was essential because, 

surprisingly, many of the attendees were not familiar with the details of the war. 

Although many OLLI members had lived through that period, most were either young 

children or had not been born during the war years. Our chapter also has a fair number of 

members not from the U.S. with different background, knowledge and perspectives about 

the war. 

 

The second class was devoted to the European Front with presentations by an English 

Army (Red Cross) nurse (Olive Rumbellow), who accompanied British troops heading 

out of Normandy. She discussed her pre-war training and the trip she made following the 

troops as they proceeded to encounter Nazi forces while heading toward Berlin. She also 

discussed the meeting and eventual marriage to an English Army Captain (Victor 

Rumbellow), who managed the transportation corridor for the troops as they moved 

usually at a rapid pace. Victor landed at Normandy on D-Day plus 10 (June 16, 1944). 

This date, by a remarkable coincidence, is the same date that an American tank 

commander (Ret. Army Col. Jack Libby) landed at Omaha Beach with his men and 

equipment. Col. Libby told of his exploits in moving from Normandy to the Elbe River, 

where he met up with the advancing Russians. Along the way he fought in many battles 

including the Battle of the Bulge. He received three Silver Stars, two Purple Hearts, a 
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Bronze Star, the Legion of Merit Award, the French Croix de Guerre and Belgian 

Fourragere (medals). 

 

The third class began with the story of a young New York City Jewish student who 

graduated from high school on a Friday and was inducted into the U.S. Marines the 

following day. Michael Morse then went through Marine training and headed to the west 

coast for transport to the South Pacific. After a short period of additional training, he 

packed-up on a ship and was told he was heading for a small mop-up operation on an 

island – that island was Iwo Jima. The 72-hours those Marines expected turned into 

weeks of hell. Michael is one of only 17 Marines in his group of about 200 to survive 

without injury. His stories earned him a self-proclaimed title of “luckiest man alive.” 

Death surrounded him and missed him by inches many times. Afterward, Michael said, “I 

finally feel some sense of relief after this class. I have not talked about my (Iwo Jima) 

story for 65 years.” 

 

Fred Stern was a Jewish teen-ager in Köln (Cologne) Germany in the mid-1930s when 

his parents sensed disaster brewing and took the family to the U.S.  Fred landed in 

Kansas City, where he quickly learned English and graduated high school. In spite of his 

fluency in German, Fred ended up in the South Pacific as a radio operator and on-ground 

flight coordinator for the Army Air Corps. Strafing and bombing by Japanese planes 

became a common occurrence as Fred operated on various islands. A U.S. Navy seaman 

named Larry Wayne was typical of young men in the early 1940s - he wanted to get into 

action as fast as he could. After training in radar and electronics, Larry waited in San 
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Francisco to embark for the South Pacific. The ship to take him there, however, was 

brand new and had many trouble-shooting delays before it became operational and ready 

for action. One the way to his location in the Pacific as a forward aviation spotter, the war 

ended. He did proceed to Japan as part of the occupation force and saw first-hand the 

destruction of the atomic bombs and the new-found subjugation of the Japanese 

homeland. 

 

The final week of the class was devoted to life on the homefront, both in the U.S. and 

England. Julie Hume, one of the facilitators, started the presentation summarizing life as 

she experienced it as a young girl in Oregon during the war. Sally Schwartz was a Red 

Cross Grey Lady. The Grey Ladies assisted wounded servicemen in their recovery, 

mostly helping them communicate with loved ones during their recovery. Sally also 

helped set the stage for what life was like on the U.S. homefront. Marilyn Goldberg grew 

up in New York City and became a USO hostess there near the end of the war. Marilyn 

danced with the servicemen and provided some camaraderie to them away from home. 

She was in Times Square for the VE Day celebration and for General Eisenhower’s 

victory parade.  

 

The final presenter was Julie Cohen, who grew up in Liverpool, England under the flight 

path of German bombers heading to the Liverpool harbor. She told the story of a young 

Jewish child sitting in bomb shelters, wearing a gas mask for hours at a time. She brought 

samples of the meager portions of food allocated weekly to each person during the war, 

and also told some sad stories of life in anti-Semitic England during this period. 
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Lessons for OLLI 

The description above barely scratches the surface of the emotional highs and lows that 

we had. The quotes that began this LLI Review story reflect some of the very positive 

feedback we received from our attendees. We learned some valuable lessons that we 

would like to pass on to other OLLI planners who might want to pursue a similar class. 

 

Time is of the essence!  

As previously mentioned, our WW II era vets and citizens are disappearing at an 

alarming rate. It looks as though we have about ten more years to catch this population 

before it is severely depleted. If you have any thoughts about a class, do it now! 

 

Recruitment 

We knew that we had several WW II era vets and members in our ranks, but we had no 

idea how many there were. The initial recruitment via newsletter was successful. Today 

we could add our OLLI blog and a weekly news blurb (Keep In Touch – KIT) as vehicles 

for recruitment. Although we wanted to limit the presenters to members of OLLI, we did 

find that adding a friend (Col. Libby) of an OLLI member certainly enhanced the 

experience. We are doing a follow-up class in the fall of 2011 and have actually recruited 

non-OLLI presenters to fill our list of desired topics. 

 

Capturing the class on videotape 

We were fortunate to have a program of the university interested in filming our class to 

capture the verbal history it offered. Without going into detail, one of the four sessions 
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was not captured and the quality of the three that were captured was poor. Our advice is 

to interview the videographer and make sure the individual is willing to become engaged 

in the class and truly has an interest in the topic. Get all of the agreements and 

expectations down in writing well before the class begins so that a change can be made if 

it looks like the goals of OLLI might not be met. 

 

Support 

OLLI support of the presenters is essential. We dedicated a substantial amount of time 

collecting pictures and souvenirs/artifacts from the presenters. The pictures were all 

entered into PowerPoint for the presenters to use. Although a few of the presenters were 

computer graphic savvy, most were not. The superlatives used by the presenters to 

describe the presentation support was heartening to hear, since most were not aware of 

current technology to get their pictures scanned and put into a presentation. The 

facilitators also met with their sub-groups and assisted them in putting together and 

practicing their presentations. One group decided not to practice so that the unrehearsed 

and energetic spontaneity of presentation would be there. 

 

OLLI also provided a search of WW II era photos both from war zones and the 

Homefront. It was amazing how many of the shots that were presented immediately 

resulted in a response from the presenters and audience. Numerous collections of WW II 

photos can be found by doing an internet search. Era music was also played in the 

background before the class and during the breaks. Many members sang along and talked 

of memories that the songs brought back. 
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Concurrent Activities 

While planning for the WW II class, we pursued a tour of the Marine Corps Air Facility – 

Tustin (CA). This base is the location of two 1,100 foot long by 300 foot wide blimp 

hangers that were used 

during WW II.  The base 

is now closed, but the 

hangars remain as 

testimony to the huge 

military infrastructure 

assembled very quickly 

for the war years. The attached picture taken during the hanger tour shows the author and 

his wife with Claude Makin, one of the WW II blimp pilots who operated out of the 

Tustin hangers. We found that connecting with some local military history (facility) was 

very moving for some of our members who had interacted in some way with that history. 

One of our OLLI members was married to the man in charge of fueling the blimps during 

the war years. She was especially appreciative of the tour because of its connection to her 

late husband. She had never before been inside of the security gate, but did get a chance 

to visit his actual fueling station during this tour. A follow-up WW II class being planned 

for the fall of 2011 will offer another local tour to a military air museum (Lyons Air 

Museum) at the Orange County (John Wayne) Airport. OLLI has several former military 

pilots who flew planes like those located at this museum. 

 

Conclusions 
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OLLI at UC-Irvine heard stories of heroism and common life at home by organizing a 

class entitled “World War II Memories”. Amidst some tears and some happy memories, 

we heard of valor and fear, trauma and resolve, intense focus and national dedication. 

Any OLLI chapter interested in doing the same is urged to waste no time – the people 

telling these stories are disappearing fast. Now is the time! 

 

Follow-up 

Any chapter or individual interested in discussing the OLLI at UCI effort is encouraged 

to contact Gary Oberts at GLOberts@gmail.com or 714-389-6379. We are trying to get a 

DVD produced from the video shot during the class and could make this available when 

we are successful. 

mailto:GLOberts@gmail.com

