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“The clover leafs I sent you:” A Long War, A Long Wait, 
and a Long Walk 

James Mayo  
 

t home, the winter wheat has been harvested. Corn is already at least a foot tall, and 

soybeans and cotton will soon be in the ground. But here, things aren’t quite ready 

for harvest. I walk along a gravel farm road just southeast of Gaubiving, France, in 

the Alsace-Lorraine area, with sprawling hills of wheat and canola on one side and cattle on the 

other. So much of what I see is familiar—the same cottonwood trees, the same privet with its 

white blooms, the same nettle (I discovered to my painful surprise), some of the same birds which 

I can’t name at home and certainly can’t here. And I recognize the sound of tires on gravel behind 

me and turn to see a white service van headed my way, the woman behind the wheel scowling as 

she passes. I walk around a curve and see that the road dead ends ahead and her van is facing 

me, which gives me pause. Am I to be told this is private property? Am I to be asked what I’m 

doing here? That’s certainly what would happen at home in Tennessee, perhaps with a firearm 

involved. But I keep my sense of purpose, knowing I can always fall back on “I’m American. I didn’t 

know. I’m sorry. I’ll just be leaving now.” Or maybe it’s best in 2019 to say “I’m Canadian.” How 

I’m going to say all of that in French doesn’t cross my mind.  

 As I approach, I see a man and boy walking across a field of inch-high corn, moving in 

the direction of the van. They are testing the electric fence that has been placed around at least 

twenty acres of corn growing out of some of the rockiest soil I’ve ever seen. This fence is worthy 

of comment. These are two rather large fields, one on each side of the road. The man has 

painstakingly (I can attest) placed plastic fence posts around the entirety of both and stretched 

A 
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two strands of electric fence wire around both perimeters. The highest wire is maybe eighteen 

inches off the ground. The lowest maybe a foot. I can’t imagine what varmint this fence is 

intended to deter, but I admire the amount of work it took to put up the barrier.  

 The man and I communicate as best we can, his son constantly referring to the translator 

on his smartphone. The farmer’s name is Wilbur. The woman behind the wheel, his wife, is much 

friendlier without the sun in her eyes. I never catch the boy’s or the woman’s names. Wilbur is 

younger than I, but I feel deferential. I’m on his farm. I hand him the index card I had prepared in 

the airport at Houston during my layover: 

“Mon grand-père a été tué près de ce 

village en décembre 1944.” A translation 

website had told me this is French for 

“My grandfather was killed near this 

village in December 1944.” I hadn’t 

double checked the accuracy of the 

translation, but it had satisfied the owner 

of the hotel earlier that day, prompting 

him to call his whole family, including a 

teen-aged daughter who was the very 

walking definition of ennui, to the lobby 

to meet me. The farmer nods slowly and 

hands the card back to me.  

 

 

Figure 1: In the fields outside of Gaubiving. From the 
author’s collection. 
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This is what I was told to expect, especially in this region that is a little bit German and a 

little bit French, where the sympathies are mixed and where the war is pretty much not 

discussed at all. He points along to the south across his fields and speaks as his son translates: 

“The Americans. All along here. We find stuff sometimes when we plow.” Then he points in the 

opposite direction: “Over here, the Germans.” That’s it, at least about the war. We talk more 

about his crops, going back and forth through his son who is thumbing translations as fast as a 

teenager in the States can text, and then they load up to leave. I never learn what varmint the 

electric fence is meant to deter.  

Mon grand-père a été tué près de ce village en décembre 1944, and that’s why I came to 

this little village. It is true that my grandfather, a PFC in the 9th Armored Infantry Battalion, Sixth 

Armored Division, Third Army, was killed December 17th, 1944, probably within a 3-5 km circle 

of where Wilbur and I stand. But I’m not sure what I’m expecting to find or even to feel. 

Honestly, I realize walking along that farm road that I don’t feel anything, which surprises me at 

first, but makes more sense upon reflection. I’ve always been a person with a strong sense of 

place, but I feel nothing here, and I know that it’s because this is not my place. Your grandfather 

was killed here, the voice in my head reminds me, but this wasn’t his place either. His place was 

the red dirt of north Mississippi, not the rolling wheat and corn fields and spots of forest in 

eastern France.  

As I walk back to my hotel in Gaubiving, it occurs to me that the next day is Memorial 

Day. I hadn’t planned it that way. 
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*   *   * 

War Diary: 17 November 1944 1 

9th Armored Infantry assigned to reserve command under Harris. Moved to ARRAINCOUIRT to 

establish a line ANCERVILLE—VOIMHAUT—VITTONCOURT—ADAINCOURT, closing the gap 

between the 5th Inf Div, XX Corps, and 80th Inf Div, XII Corps. 

 

Darling I wish you would have got that house of Mr. Mores. It would have been more 

convenient for you. I worry about you being up stairs. Darling just thank of the danger it is for 

you and the kids. You have your wood and water to carry up and I thank about you getting up 

in your sleep. Darling it is so dangerous.               –18 Nov. 1944 2 

*   *   * 

 

There was nothing unique or original about Fornie Eugene Ballard, except maybe his 

unusual first name. He was a red sand farmer, husband, and father of three from Alcorn County 

in North Mississippi. He was born in 1920 to parents with unusual names of their own—Wordie 

Ballard (father) and Ollie Stuart Ballard (mother). I can’t say if he was patriotic or not, but I do 

know that he entered the war late, receiving an invitation from the president to report for 

induction in April of 1944. I’ve always assumed that this was because he was the father of two 

children (and one on the way at the time) and may have been drafted late for that reason. He 

may not have volunteered because of his obligation to his family. Maybe he just didn’t have a 



WLA / 37 / 2025 / Mayo 
“The clover leafs I sent you:” A Long War, A Long Wait, and a Long Walk 5 

lot of fight in him. He sold his first bale of cotton to the Hamlin Gin in Biggersville, MS, in 1943 

for $171.12 and received a nice lint brush in a leather case, stamped “Compliments of Your First 

Bale.” 

According to his induction paperwork, Fornie Ballard had a sixth-grade education and 

had worked in a sawmill for six years. His eyes and hair are listed as brown, though his hair was 

actually more red than brown. He was 70” tall, weighed 146 pounds, and had good posture and 

a medium frame. He had 20/20 vision and 15/15 hearing. He measured 30” at the umbilicus and 

upon expiration his chest measured 33”. He had a sitting pulse of 80, and his blood pressure was 

a perfect 120/80. He did not have syphilis, and he was missing three teeth. The fitness report 

shows that he was colorblind.  

In other words, he was fit for duty and did his basic training at Camp Shelby in 

Mississippi. From there, he would be transferred in May 1944 to replacement infantry training at 

Camp Croft, South Carolina, where he trained and waited until October.  

These are all facts. There are other facts—he married my grandmother, Syble Christine 

Holt in 1940, and his brother married my grandmother’s sister. He was my grandfather, and yet I 

never knew him. He made it to the European Theater in early November and was eventually 

assigned to Company A of the 9th Armored Infantry Battalion. The government photocopy of 

the field medical report, heavily stained in what I assume is his blood, reports that he died of a 

GSW (gunshot wound) to the left side of the throat and of a gunshot wound to the head at 8:34 

AM on the seventeenth day of December of 1944. A circular mark of dismissal is drawn in the 

section of the report headed “Treatment Given.” He was an early riser; he was able to write two 

letters home that day before 8:34. He was interred in a temporary cemetery at Limey, France,  
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Figure 2: Letter on Camp Croft letterhead, Sept. 18, 1944. From the author’s collection. 
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and his body was reinterred at Corinth National Cemetery in 1948. I have the flag from that 

ceremony.  

When my grandmother died, I found among her possessions a satin purse-like container 

full of letters. My mother said those were letters her father had sent home from the war. I asked 

her if I could take them with me, at least for the time being, and she somewhat reluctantly 

agreed. I couldn’t wait to get these home and read through them, and what I found was a 

collection of carefully-numbered envelopes all in sequence but with a few missing, and letters 

written on various pieces of paper that were all dangerously close to disintegrating. I put them 

away for the time being, thinking there might be a project somewhere in that stack of letters. 

Soon I found myself opening each one, transcribing them, scanning each page, and placing 

them in a binder with acid-free sleeves. There was nothing particularly important about the 

letters in terms of military history. He had spent all of the summer of 1944 at Camp Croft, held in 

the monotony of reserve, but the letters were interesting as they gave me some insight into his 

experience, who he was, and how 

much he missed being away from 

home and his children. Some 

envelopes were stuffed with 

ephemera, anything from gum 

wrappers, to pictures of himself, a 

lock of his hair, and four-leaf 

clovers that he had picked up 

around the camp. I carefully 
Figure 3: Ephemera from a letter. From the author’s collection. 



WLA / 37 / 2025 / Mayo 
“The clover leafs I sent you:” A Long War, A Long Wait, and a Long Walk 8 

preserved everything I could, cataloged it all, and put it away for a while as I pondered what to 

do with them next.  

 

*   *   *  

War Diary: 18 November 1944 

9th Armored Infantry Battalion is in Reserve Command (Harris) in the vicinity of VATIMONT. 

 

Well I will say good night and god bless my family. All ways remember I love you and 

I am living a true life and I know you are to. Darling I do trust you. Write ever time you can 

and please dont worry about me. I am in a good place and in no danger. –18 Nov. 1944 

*   *   * 

 

My grandfather sent home his first letter from France on November 18, 1944. In fact, he 

sent two letters that day. Both letters express the same theme: I’m safe, I want you to have a big 

Christmas even though I’m not there, and I don’t feel good about where you’re living. The 

details of his voyage are lost to military secrecy of course, but he relates being in “Scotland and 

England, Belgium” and is “some where in France now.” France is a “beautfull country but not like 

the U. S.” and “it is kind of cool” here. My grandmother had moved to town at some point, and 

he wasn’t happy about that. Town was dangerous. He mentions in another letter that he is 

“worried to death about you and the kids living in town” and tells her to “please please do be 

careful and keep the kids in please.” The place she found was upstairs, and that worried him 
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because she had to carry wood and water up the steps. She also tended toward sleepwalking. 

It’s in our genes. But most of all, there were strangers in town. What are the people you live with 

like, he asks. “From what I saw of the bus driver I dont thank there is much to him. Just be 

carefulll.” And my favorite words of advice: “Darling beware of too friendly people, get me?” 

“Town” was Corinth, MS.  

 

*   *   * 

War Diary: 22 November 1944 

Res. Command (Harris): The 9th Armored Infantry Battalion joined Combat Company A at 11:45 AM, 

in the vicinity of HELLMER. 

 

I know you have been worrying about me haveing to sleep on the ground. Well I dont. 

I have a good place to sleep and I get plenty to eat. So you see you dont have any thing to 

worry about except that we are so far apart . . .     –21 Nov. 1944 

*   *   * 

 

One thing I have learned as I’ve travelled abroad is that things never work out quite the 

way I have them planned. My problem was that I had romanticized the idea of backpack touring 

in Europe. In the movies and books, college students or retirees move leisurely about the 

countryside on quaint roads among quaint houses and quaint natives. The natives take them in 
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for room and board when bad weather threatens or other lodging isn’t available. This is 

probably why I filled out that index card stating the purpose of my travel. I saw myself taken in 

by a friendly French family who cried tears of joy and respect when they learned my grandfather 

was killed helping liberate their country from the fascists. Others would wave as I passed. There 

might even be a small parade. 

 

*   *   * 

War Diary: 23 November 1944 

Combat Company A (Hines): Work parties and forward infantry and tank elements in the vicinity of 

the bridge at LELLING were subjected to intense artillery, mortar, anti-tank and small arms fire from 

the higher ground to the northeast. The bridge was abandoned.  

 

Darling I wish I could keep your big picture with me but I don’t have a place where I can 

keep it. So just keep it for me when I come home.     –23 Nov. 1944 

*   *   * 

 

I’d landed in Munich, a city which moved too fast for me, and the people were too self-

absorbed. I was in their way, it seemed, and they all sounded like they were arguing with each 

other. This only made me more anxious to get away into the idyllic countryside of the Alsace-

Lorraine. On the morning of May 26, 2019, my alarm had gone off at 4:30 AM. I had an early 
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train to catch (5:22 AM) and a twenty-minute walk from my hotel to the train station. 

Destination: Saärbrucken, with a very short, very confusing transfer in Mannheim. From there, I 

would make my way by foot to Gaubiving, France, in the Moselle Department in the Alsace-

Lorraine. While the train ride would go smoothly (as one would expect in Germany), I would 

learn that the walk from Saärbrucken to Gaubiving would be anything but. And walking itself 

wouldn’t be the problem, despite the backpack I was carrying.  

But all is quiet at 5:00 AM for the most part as I move along the sidewalk from 

Goetheplatz toward the station. The only people I encounter are young men and women 

standing outside of bars. I feel like I am certainly in their way as I walk through their 

conversations and cigarette smoke. I look foolish in the train station, boarding a mostly empty 

train but insisting on sitting in the reserved seat that I had paid for but which I can’t find. A 

young woman tells me it doesn’t matter. “Sit where you like. The train’s empty.”  

As we click across the German countryside toward Mannheim, the sun is coming up and 

lighting the wooded edges of fields. In several spots, I notice what we call “shooting houses” 

here in the American South—basically little wooden sheds (sometimes on stilts, sometimes on 

the ground) from which people hunt (shoot) deer. Some of these are quite luxurious, I should 

point out, while most look very much like old-fashioned outhouses. But after seeing several, my 

curiosity is piqued, and I ask the porter about them as he walks by to check tickets for the third 

time. I ask if there is hunting here. He says, “No, there is no hunting here.” His English is 

German-perfect, so I know there is no language barrier, but I’m baffled. Perhaps he thinks I am 

asking if hunting is allowed on the train. I know those buildings sitting on the treelines and 

looking out over green fields are for hunting. But apparently there is no hunting in Germany. 
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I step off the train at Saärbrucken, a medium-sized medieval city dating back to at least 

the first century AD, as it was occupied by the Romans under Julius Caesar. I don’t see much of 

the city or get to admire its architecture, though I do spot a cathedral that is somewhat 

compelling. My focus is on Gaubiving and how to get there. Being too cheap to sign up for 

international cell service, I intend to rely on maps I had printed from the internet, and I log into 

the station’s Wi-Fi on my smartphone to take another look at Google Maps and jot down a few 

notes that would help me on my way toward Gaubiving: 

Lindwurmstraße 

Right on Reisingerstrasse 

Left at dead end 

Right on Stephansplatz by church 

Right at dead end 

Straight to it. 

I had heard that if I used the Wi-Fi in the train station and loaded my destination into the 

map on my phone, it would give me directions even after losing signal. What could go wrong? 

So I shoulder my backpack and set out walking south on a beautifully warm and clear Sunday in 

May. I walk over the Saär River and stop for a minute to peer down into the water. By my 

reckoning, I will be in France after crossing the river, but perfectly in line with the region’s 

history, the river does not mark the border, as it seems to me it should. 

Everything still seems clear enough. What could be clearer than “Straight to it”? My 

printed maps and my phone agreed: I’d follow a nice highway (B41) across the river and toward 

the village of Oeting in France, and from there it would be a short walk through an industrial 

park to Gaubiving. The rumors are true—my phone holds my position even after I lose Wi-Fi 
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service, and I am on track. Soon I see a blue road sign ahead that simply says “France,” with a 

ring of white stars around the word. I had somehow expected more. I realize though at some 

point that I am traveling more west than south. I continue, and the map on my phone still shows 

my location (only a little blue dot), but the details are missing. So am I. The streets and buildings 

all begin to look the same. I am in France. That’s good, but I’m way off course. Destination: up 

for grabs.  

The real problem facing me is that it is Sunday. As a southerner, I know what Sunday 

means. It means I can’t buy beer until after noon. Many restaurants and shops don’t open at all. 

My gym doesn’t open until 11 am. But this is Europe. I’m not expecting everything in the Saär 

Valley to be closed on a Sunday. I am hungry, thirsty, frustrated, and lost. And I am getting hot, 

which I hadn’t expected either. I had bought four bananas from a small grocer the night before 

in Munich, and I had eaten two of them on the train. As for thirst, I am out of luck. Like Patton, 

who found himself frustrated in the same region in 1944, I have outrun my supply train.  

Finally, I see a road sign. I am no longer on B41 of course, since I have officially (or 

unofficially?) crossed into France, but I can tell by my printed maps that I am much further 

southwest of Saärbrucken than I should be. I am much closer to the town of Forbach, which isn’t 

terribly off track, but not the straight shot to Gaubiving that I had hoped for. I see a fuel station 

that has vending machines, and I sling my backpack to the ground, buy a bottle of PowerAde, 

and sit down in the shade to drink it. That helps, but what helps more, as it turns out, is the 

owner of a black Mercedes convertible who is fueling up nearby. Apparently, he has picked up 

on my frustration and walks over.  

“Where is it that you plan to accomplish,” he asks in English.  

I tell him I am going to Gaubiving (pronouncing it like any southerner as gah-bah-VING).  
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His reply: “This place I never heard of.”   

I ask, “What about Forbach?”  

“This place we go, and you go with us. Pick up your trash.” 

I assume by “trash” that he is referring to my backpack, a nice Osprey that is practically 

brand new. So I pick up my trash telling myself that he was attempting the “junk” of American 

slang and walk with him toward his car. There is a woman in the passenger seat. I can’t tell if 

they are French or German, which makes sense given the region. This is not quite the 

romanticized Europe I had created, but it beats the hell out of walking aimlessly on an empty 

stomach. 

“Throw your trash in the backseat and climb in with it,” he says, and I do. Within a few 

brief minutes we are in the city center of Forbach. There at a roundabout is a directional road 

sign with Gaubiving clearly labelled with an arrow pointing southeast.  

I say, “gah-bah-VING,” pointing to the sign. 

He shakes his head and says “gah-BIV-ing.” 

I want to punch him, but I thank him instead. He insists on driving me the 9 kilometers to 

gah-BIV-ing, but I decide to continue walking now that I have my bearings and everything lines 

up with my maps.  

It is still Sunday, and I am still hungry, but I begin making my way toward my destination. 

The road eventually comes to a stop at a low gate, where it becomes a pleasant pedestrian path 

through a park and a series of tunnels that appear to be going under major highways. I am 

happy to be in trees and out of the sun, and soon the path is a road again, with pleasant houses 

with gardens and occasional shops. Soon I am faced with a steep uphill climb that looks like it 

would take me right up the main steps of a church, and as I approach, locals in their Sunday best 
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come pouring out the doors and the restaurant next door is filled. It is Mother’s Day, which is 

appropriate in many ways, considering the nature of my trip, and just like home, it is mother’s 

treat—no cooking, no cleaning, but a restaurant meal with family instead. The road continues 

through a small residential neighborhood and then becomes a gravel lane that literally splits the 

middle of a cow pasture. Can this be correct? According to my maps, it is. I continue along that 

path, back out in the open sun, and eat my last banana under the only shade there, just a very 

small tree or very large bush along the roadside. The cows gather and watch me with curiosity.  

The gravel lane passes through another tunnel that goes underneath what seems like the 

autobahn, and I am faced with an option: continue on this gravel road for what seems to be half 

a mile, make an almost 180-degree turn, and end up almost exactly where I am standing, or cut 

off a mile by walking through the high grass down into a ravine and back up the other side. Like 

any good southerner, I choose the grassy ravine. I could literally throw a rock to the road on the 

other side. But I’m not expecting the nettle that my hands rub across, and I have to go back 

down to the stream at the bottom just to soak them in the cool water. Back up the other side of 

the ravine and across the fields I can see the rooftops and windmills of Gaubiving. After maybe 

fifteen minutes of walking the gravel road that now parallels that supersonic highway, I make a 

right hand turn on D31C, a nice two-lane highway that takes me into the village. 

 

*   *   * 

War Diary: 25 November 1944  

Combat Company A (Hines): Combat Team (CT) 9 advanced to LE GROSSENBUSCH WOODS with 
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infantry spearheading the attack and artillery fire clearing the woods. After bitter hand-to-hand 

fighting the enemy was driven from the higher ground and it was outposted for the night. 

 

Syble darling you remember the hard things I have said about some popel. Well I 

didnt mean a word of it and I am sorry of it. Darling I mean ever thing believe me. I didnt 

think I would every say I was sorry but darling I am different now. I am going to live write. 

Pray for me.                –[undated] Nov. 1944 

*   *   * 

 

My mother had always told us that my grandfather was killed during the Battle of the 

Bulge and that they received the telegram from the war department on Christmas Eve. This 

makes for a good story, but they’re not facts. Patton’s forces were not called to assist in the 

Battle of the Bulge until several days after my grandfather was killed, and the copy of the 

telegram from the War Department is dated December 28.  But growing up, it was cool to think 

that my grandfather was in that historic battle, especially for a military history buff like me (an 

interest that came very early in my life). Every now and then my mother would show us his 

marksman cross, which my older brother and I would lift from her jewelry box and pin to our 

clothes, especially during our rebellious high school years. I’m pretty sure one of us lost that 

medal. His picture was always there: he is standing in his best uniform with his feet spread and 

his hands behind his back, in one of those oval-shaped frames that most families probably had. 
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He looked down on us from our living room wall. His tie disappears behind the second or third 

button of his shirt. The shirt is much too large for him. 

But as I continued my reading and research, I learned that I had underestimated him. 

While he was not one of the heroes of the famous Ardennes campaign, his unit along with the 

rest of Patton’s forces faced a very determined and dug-in German front in the Saär Campaign. 

As the retreating Germans found themselves backed against their own border, the fighting 

intensified. Patton had steamrolled across France after his breakout from Normandy, but 

eventually outran his supply train and found himself short of fuel, materiel, and soldiers. The 

replacements, like my grandfather, were green, and after his costly and arguably unnecessary 

attack on Metz, Patton had grown more frustrated with his situation. And it’s easy to tell from 

his letters home that my grandfather was feeling the effects of combat. Though he repeatedly 

reassures my grandmother that he is in no danger, the facts suggest otherwise. As the fighting 

grew more intense, his letters become more introspective, his handwriting much harder to read, 

his requests for paper more frequent, and his talk of religion and the possibility of being killed 

more of a theme. Had he survived the Saär Campaign, he would have been there with Patton in 

the Ardennes, perhaps eventually with his comrades as they found themselves liberating 

Buchenwald Concentration Camp in April of 1945. He was, in fact, a hero. 

 

*   *   * 

War Diary: 1-3 December 1944 

9th Armored Infantry in reserve command with Combat Company A (CCA) in the vicinity of BERIG—

VINTRANGE. 
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Well I sent you some Christmas cars today. I hope you get them. Darling I still havent 

heard from you yet. I hope to get some mail soon. Did you get the letter I wrote on my 

birthday? Sweet heart you will never know how bad I miss you and how affull much I love 

you.           –2 Dec. 1944 

*   *   * 

 

Figures 4a and 4b:  6th Armored Division Christmas card. From the author’s 
collection. 
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We never really talked about him much, perhaps out of deference for the man my 

grandmother married after the war, my step-grandfather, which seems even strange to type 

because that’s not a term any of us ever used. This man she married in 1948 was PawPaw, and 

she was Nanny. My PawPaw had served as 

a combat engineer in the European 

Theater until VE Day and was then shipped 

to the Pacific where he served until the 

end of the war. This always made me 

wonder whom he had pissed off. PawPaw 

had a samurai sword and a glass bottle 

with gold teeth that he claimed came from 

the mouth of a “Jap soldier” on Okinawa. 

His unit rode out a typhoon, and he 

claimed that he saw the mushroom cloud 

over Hiroshima. He came home, married 

my grandmother, raised my mother and 

her two younger brothers, and was our PawPaw. And speaking of facts, my PawPaw knew my 

grandfather before the war. Rural North Mississippi is still a small place. My grandfather, my 

PawPaw, and my uncle are all interred at Corinth National Cemetery, which I visit with my 

daughters most every Memorial Day to decorate their resting places. 

But I knew my grandmother very well. She was given to hysterics and the dramatic and 

would have made a perfect character in pretty much any Flannery O’Connor story. When we 

were kids, any pain in a leg was “probably a blood clot” and a headache was quickly diagnosed 

Figure 5:  Decoration Day. From the author’s collection. 
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as a tumor. In true Southern Gothic form, no abnormality or catastrophe (no matter how 

personal or close to the family) was out of bounds. She would tell us all of it and more, much of 

it clearly made up.  During a very minor house fire, she ran back in to save one thing—a 

professional portrait of herself in which she’s wearing her Eastern Star ball gown. She was our 

“cool” 1970s grandmother. She would sit with us for hours and listen to our rock and roll 

albums. She bought us things my parents couldn’t afford. She told ghost stories that would keep 

us awake at night. She loved us and her great-grandchildren, and I can still see her now sitting in 

my own backyard as my nieces and nephews hunt Easter eggs, her hand slowly gliding across 

the top of the green grass.  

In my grandfather’s letters home, I can also see her as plain as day: making him feel 

jealous with a brief mention of a man she talked to or met (or made up), exaggerating her poor 

health during the pregnancy, and apparently telling him she was having twins. She made that 

same prediction for each of her grandchildren as well and was wrong every time. She was a fiery, 

independent red-head from German and Irish stock, and she did what she wanted to do. Always.   

 

*   *   * 

War Diary: 5 December 1944 

One company of the 9th Armored Infantry was assigned to CT 9, which continued the attack 

toward ROUGHLING. At 10:30 AM, CT 9 effected a passage through the lines of CT 44, picking up 

tank destroyer elements enroute, and launched an envelopment from the north on CADENBRONN. 

By 11:00 it was reported that the town was in our hands. 
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Sweet heart please dont worry about me for with the help of the lord I will get by and 

when you dont hear from me please dont worry for there might be times when I cant write. 

But that dont mean that something has happen so dont worry please. I worry about you and 

the babies enough for both of us. Darling tell mother and them not to fill hard at me when 

thay dont hear from me for I dont get to write much and they can hear from me through your 

letters what you get and I will write them when I get time and can. Tell them to pray for me. 

–5 Dec. 1944 

*   *   * 

 

Gaubiving is famous for really only one thing: a local resident recreated the set of the 

1980s TV series “Little House on the Prairie” (la petite maisons dans la prairie) in his backyard. In 

fact, Alison Ingram, the actor who played the bratty Nellie Oleson on the show, paid a visit to 

Gaubiving to visit this man’s creation. It made all the news in the Alsace-Lorraine. If you do a 

Google search for Gaubiving, this is pretty much the only hit you’ll get. It has one hotel (5 

rooms) and two Italian restaurants (closed on Mondays). And my grandfather was killed there 

during Patton’s Saär Campaign in late 1944. I arrive at my hotel but see that I can’t check in until 

5:00 PM. I sit outside the building for a while hoping the owner who lives within will see me and 

allow me inside. I eventually decide food is more important and give up, retracing my steps back 

up the hill to one of the Italian restaurants in town.  
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When I walk into the restaurant, dripping sweat and with a backpack on my back, it is 

like a scene from a movie. The place is full, and it appears that most of these people may have 

just gotten out of church and are having their Sunday lunch with family. Mother’s Day, of course. 

As I walk into the restaurant, everything stops. Forks are held in midair. All eyes turn to me. I 

slide the backpack off my shoulders, lean it against the wall, and take a seat. The waitress, who is 

kind, asks me a question. I must pause here to say that I can pick up bits and pieces of a few 

languages, but I hear nothing when I hear French. I shrug my shoulders. She tries again. A man 

beside me says he speaks some English and that she is asking if I want something to drink. I say, 

“God yes. Water. Quick.” He repeats exactly what I said (I clearly heard him say Dieu), as 

everyone in the restaurant breaks into laughter. I feel accepted.  

I have my lunch and approximately two liters of water. As the patrons are leaving, many 

of them smile as they walk past. A few pat me on the back. One says “Ciao ciao.” That, I 

understand. I make my way back down the road to the hotel and just happen to catch the owner 

walking out to his car. I tell him who I am and ask if I can go ahead and check in. He says yes, 

and we have a brief conversation in English. I show him my index card, and he insists on going 

to retrieve his entire family so that they can meet me. His wife is gracious. His teen-aged 

daughter rolls her eyes. An older daughter who speaks English says, “He only asked me here to 

translate.” They bring me in, the English-speaking daughter tells me the rules of the common-

use kitchen and lobby, and he takes me upstairs to my room. He is particularly proud of the 

whirlpool tub that he had just put in. I unpack, set up headquarters, get a little rest, and take an 

early evening walk southwest of town. It is here that I meet Wilbur, his wife, and his son. But 

more importantly, it is here that I can stand near the battle lines of December 16-18, 1944, 
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knowing that my grandfather had been near where I stand. This is as close as I will get, and I 

already know it.  

 

*   *   * 

War Diary: 7-13 December 1944 

The 9th Armored Infantry was placed in Reserve Command (Harris). The mission of the Command 

was to hold the southeast half of the Div sector and to maintain contact with the 35th Inf Div on 

the right, the tie-in point to be in the vicinity of WELFERDING.   

 

Well to night I have a good place to sleep in a Frenchman house. These are real good 

pople over here. They treat us real nice. They seam to be proud we are here. Darling please 

dont worry about me. The Lord is with me.      –13 Dec. 1944 

*   *   * 

 

The next morning my host, Philippe, is excited. I had been gently warned that talking 

about the war in the Alsace-Lorraine was not a good idea, with its half-French/half-German back 

and forth identity crisis. Philippe shows me to breakfast, a “traditional French breakfast” with 

local everything, including his homemade apple juice.  
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“Last night, I reed all about it,” he says. “Over here [points north] were the Germans. Over 

here [points over my head to the south] were the Americans in the woods. Not many battles, but 

enough. This war. Many boys here had to fight for the Germans since we were occupied.”  

He is also excited because there is a couple who have arrived, and he promises that the 

man speaks English. I meet them during breakfast, an older couple, retired and obviously 

wealthy, the man having made his money pumping cement in mines all over the world. They are 

in town to visit relatives. Soon the conversation falls into a heated one about the European 

elections the day before, so I 

quietly move to a chair a few feet 

away from the breakfast table to 

read the latest Hemingway 

biography while they argue. I also 

learn at breakfast that I had 

already garnered two nicknames 

in Gaubiving: “The American” 

(obvious) and “The Big Shoulders” 

(because of the backpack or my 6’ 

3” 220-pound frame?). That had 

only taken twelve hours. 

Philippe tells me that he 

has plans for me on this day. I am 

to go to Folkling, two kilometers 

away, go to (checks his translator 

Figure 6:  Memorial for the fallen, on the road between Folkling 
and Gaubiving. From the author’s collection. 
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app) the town hall, and meet the mayor. I couldn’t think of any reason that I would need to meet 

the mayor of Folkling, France, but he strongly insists. I strongly defer. But I do have a need to 

walk to Folkling. I need food, as the two Italian restaurants are closed on Mondays. There are no 

other options except the hospitality of strangers. Philippe had shown us the beef that he had 

had butchered from his own cows (“How you say, ‘eat grass only’?”). I had thought that might be 

my invitation to dinner, but I was wrong. So I walk the two kilometers to Folkling in a misty rain. 

Along the way, I take shelter in a small building in an old cemetery when the rain picks up, and 

later I walk among the rows and  see a memorial statue dedicated to the local boys lost during 

both World Wars. I find the town hall, but I do not go inside to meet the mayor. What I do not 

find is food. That requires an hour walk through the industrial park to a supermarket in Oeting. 

The highlight of that stroll is an old man on the opposite side of the road who waves and says, 

“Ah, the American. Come.” I walk over, and he opens the plastic bag he is carrying to show me 

that it is full of snails. I’ll never forget his wry smile. 

 

*   *   * 

War Diary: 14-15-16 December 1944 

The 9th Armored Infantry is in Reserve Command (Harris). On the 15th the Command was assigned 

the mission of protecting and holding the entire Div front. The 9th Armd Inf and the 691st TD Bn 

continued to hold the right half of the line. On the 16th a patrol of Tr A 86th Cav Rcn Sq Mecz was 

ambushed and two men were killed. 
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Well darling I can not tell you write now where I am as I am still going. Maybe I can 

tell when I get there. I will not sent this letter off until I get where I am going. I just wounder 

if you are thanking of the same thing that I am at this minute. The day we met just about 

this time of the day. Oh how I wish we were at the same place we were 5 years ago. Darling 

are you thanking of that time?       –15 Dec. 1944 

*   *   * 

 

By now, I can already feel it winding down. I sit in my room and eat the meat, cheese, 

bread, and fruit I had purchased at the supermarket. I message with my family while I have a Wi-

Fi connection. I read my grandfather’s letters home once again. I start rounding up my things 

and packing for my trip back to Munich. I have to decide on the logistics of that trip. I must get 

back to Saärbrucken to catch a bus as there is no return train from Saärbrucken to Munich, but 

I’m not quite sure how I am going to get to the bus stop. Should I attempt the walk again? 

Should I call a cab? The next morning it is decided for me. I ask Philippe if he can arrange for me 

to get a taxi to Forbach where I could take a short bus ride into Saärbrucken, but he insists on 

driving me to Forbach himself.  

Before I can leave, there is one unfinished piece of business. Actually, it turns out there 

are two—one planned, one not. First the unplanned: I decide to leave my index card in one of 

the bureau drawers of my hotel room with my name and email address. I had done this once in 

Dublin with a copy of Ulysses  telling whoever found it and read it cover to cover to email me to 

let me know how they liked the book. After twelve years, I haven’t heard a word and don’t 
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expect to. The other piece of business is la petite maisons dans la prairie. I do a quick Google 

search to get the address and find it is a five-minute walk from my hotel. Everything in 

Gaubiving is a five-minute walk from this hotel. So down the road I go, making one right, and 

there it is, the very replica of the Ingalls house in a Frenchman’s backyard, the very house that 

the actress who played Nellie Oleson felt compelled to visit. I don’t know if I find this monument 

to American culture charming or disturbing, but here it is. Of all the things American, this is what 

this man had chosen to obsess about—not rock and roll music, Brad and Angelina, or Marilyn 

Monroe. But maybe we don’t choose our obsessions; maybe they choose us. It turns out that 

mine had chosen me, as here I am in eastern France, the middle-of-nowhere of Europe, with two 

Italian restaurants, an obviously underworked mayor, a relic of the little house on the prairie, a 

charming host, and no feelings at all about the fact that my grandfather fell here in 1944.  

I can’t get a good view of the house since it is in the backyard beyond some trees. I hope 

if I linger by the gate the proud proprietor will see me and invite me back to take a look, but 

alas, nothing so romantic and quaint occurs. I snap the best pictures I can with my phone and 

make my way back to the hotel.  

As Phillipe drives toward Forbach, I recognize some of the places I had walked through 

just a few days before. He lets me out at the bus station in Forbach and drives away without 

ceremony. I look at the station and then take a long look up the street to the north. I slip into 

the straps of my backpack and start walking toward the German border. A long walk to 

Saärbrucken (it’s not fair to call it a hike) and a long bus ride to Munich await me.   
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*   *   * 

War Diary: 17-20 December 1944 

The 9th Armored Infantry is in Reserve Command (Harris). Throughout the period the Command 

held and protected the south and east parts of the Div sector and patrolled actively. On the 20th 

Co D 69th Tk Bn reported track laying vehicles in the vicinity of GAUBIVING. 

 

Darling I must go for this time. I will write again when I can and you write ever day if 

you can. God bless you is my prayer. I love you my preshious family. Love from a true loving 

husband and dady, Fornie        –17 Dec. 1944 

*   *   * 

 

It's early May, almost five years since I made that trip, and I’m on another solitary 

journey, this time to fish the Caney Fork River in Middle Tennessee. The fishing is pretty much 

impossible because the Army Corps of Engineers decided that this is the week to open three 

generators at the dam and essentially flood the tailwaters, making wading impractical and 

potentially deadly. I have had to confine myself to the AirBnB for the most part, and I still have 

one more full day to go. Tomorrow’s generation schedule is no better, so I’m at work on the 

laptop instead. I’ve read this draft through a few times between getting antsy and trying with no 

luck to fish the river again and giving up, and I’ve noticed how often I’ve used the words “fact” 

and “true” in my writing. I’m struck by this and find that the only reasonable explanation for it is 



WLA / 37 / 2025 / Mayo 
“The clover leafs I sent you:” A Long War, A Long Wait, and a Long Walk 29 

that I’m still caught up in trying to know 

as much as I can about my grandfather. 

The official government records don’t 

give me much, and his letters home, 

which I’ve scanned and transcribed with 

the precision of the best amateur 

archivist, are mostly routine—he misses 

his family, he is worried about them, and 

when he got to Europe he was obviously 

worried about himself, though he never 

mentions it. The shift in his handwriting 

and his talk of religion show that he’s 

afraid. 

But I realize now that I went to 

France looking for something more than 

just him. It could only be a feeling that I 

was looking for. There are no 

monuments there like we see at Shiloh, 

where my kids learned to ride their bikes and which is only twenty miles from the place my 

grandfather reported for duty in April of 1944. The monument, I find, is in the letters he wrote 

home, in the little things he would add—a lock of hair, gum wrappers, small pictures of himself, 

little notes written on the inside flaps that no one had ever seen but me, as the letters were all 

opened on the end, and in the things that he left for us. I think now about my grandmother 

Figure 7:  Final letter home, Dec. 17, 1944. From the 
author’s collection. 
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sitting in the grass at family events. I had never given it that much thought, but when I started 

going through each letter and the things he folded into the envelopes, things made more sense. 

Those four-leaf clovers he sent home during his months at Camp Croft came to mind, and I had 

that moment of realization, an epiphany. It wasn’t just that she was good at finding them. She 

was connecting to him over the decades and the void of death. I remember his colorblindness 

and wonder if this made him better at spotting a four-leaf clover. Could be. 

In a photograph that I have and keep above my desk, the whole family sits together for 

what was obviously a professional portrait. It was made when he came home from Camp Croft in 

early October for the birth of his third child, my uncle Fornie Larry Ballard, who died in the late 

1990s from complications of exposure to Agent Orange in Vietnam. My grandfather is in his best 

uniform, seated in the middle and holding his newborn son. My mother, then only three, sits to 

his left. The middle son stands in front of my grandmother, his face full of mischief. My 

grandmother sits to my grandfather’s right. She looks tired and sad, her hazel eyes just a blank 

stare into the camera, her flat mouth crooked and rising slightly to the left. Her left hand is on 

his right knee. They’re wearing nicer clothes than I’ve seen them wear in any other pictures. This 

was an important one. It’s nothing like the picture I have of her wearing his fatigues, probably 

made when she and her two children made the trip to visit him at Camp Croft that previous 

summer or perhaps when he was serving with the Civilian Conservation Corps. In that picture, 

she’s laughing, her head tossed back. In just a little over two months after this family portrait 

was taken, he would be killed on another continent, she would be a widow, and her children 

would be fatherless. His letters would continue to arrive well into February of the next year.  
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And I’ve made Gaubiving my 

monument. Even with all this talk of facts 

and truth, I’ve said repeatedly that he was 

killed near Gaubiving. The war diary for the 

6th Armored Division clearly states, “On the 

20th Co D 69th Tk Bn reported track laying 

vehicles in the vicinity of GAUBIVING.” 

Nowhere does it say his unit was in the 

vicinity of Gaubiving, and he was killed 

three days prior. My mind had filled in that 

blank, and it was only after my trip to 

France was over that I realized I’d misread 

the line. I felt like the young knight-errant 

in James Joyce’s “Araby,” who had built up 

vast expectations for himself only to find 

that reality and expectations don’t always 

collide, and my epiphany, like his, carried 

weight. We learn from those. I wanted it to 

be Gaubiving, and that’s the choice I made.  

 
 
 
 
 

Figure 8:  Family portrait. Left to right, Syble 
Ballard, Benny Ballard, Fornie Eugene Ballard, 
Fornie Larry Ballard, and Ann Ballard. Photo from 
the author’s collection. 
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Notes 

1 Combat Diary entries are taken from Combat History of the Sixth Armored Division, an online PDF hosted by the Bangor 
Public Library: https://digicom.bpl.lib.me.us/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1043&context=ww_reg_his. 
2 Excerpts from my grandfather’s letters are presented just as he wrote them, without corrections. I am in possession of 
47 complete letters and a handful of fragments, most of which were sent from Camp Croft during the summer and fall of 
1944. 
 
 
 

 
 


