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George Alexander Roundtree, my grandfather, agreed to do an interview about his early 

life. We had never really talked about how life was different in the days when he was growing 

up. I realized that this was something that I would really like to know, while still having him here 

to ask. My grandfather experienced firsthand two major occurrences in the history of the United 

States, the Great Depression and World War II. He was enthusiastic and excited to share some of 

his memories, and I actually felt guilty that I had not done this sooner. All it took was a few 

questions from me for my grandfather to eagerly tell me about his life. It was as if he had been 

waiting, wanting to tell his stories, and all he needed was to be asked. I will be forever grateful 

that he had time to share his experiences.  

George Roundtree was born on Valentine’s Day of 1930, at the beginning of The Great 

Depression. He had an older sister named Lee. When George was three-years-old, his mother 

became ill and died suddenly. Their father did not think himself capable of caring for two young 

children and working at the same time, so he took George and Lee to an orphanage. The 

orphanage did not take children under the age of four, so his father pretended that George was 

four to get him in. The orphanage had two homes, one for girls and one for boys. Unfortunately, 

these homes were 50 miles apart. George and Lee were devastated to lose each other and were 

torn, crying and screaming, from each other’s arms. George lost his mother, his father, and his 

sister all in a week, and he was just three-years-old. My Aunt Lee told me this story a few times 

while I was growing up, and it amazed me every time. It almost sounds like a movie, and it is 



difficult to believe now that my grandfather had such a terrible beginning. Of course, my 

grandfather does not remember many details of this time, as he was so young.  

George lived in the orphanage for five years. He has many good memories of the 

orphanage and the men who took care of him were very kind. He never went to bed hungry, and 

he always had clean clothes to wear. In 1938, George’s father remarried. He and his new wife 

went to the orphanages and brought George and Lee home. His father’s new wife had four 

children of her own, and they all lived together. George calls this woman his mother and says 

that without her, he probably would have stayed in that orphanage until he was eighteen. When 

his step-mother became older and moved into a nursing home, he repaid her by visiting her every 

day. He did not miss one day in the four years she lived there.  

George was eleven-years-old on December 7, 1941, when Pearl Harbor was bombed. 

Although World War II started in other parts of the world in September of 1939, the United 

States had maintained neutrality until this point. George said that even though the United States 

was neutral in 1940, a one year draft plan was instituted in case war broke out. One Sunday 

afternoon, after coming home from church, he and his family were sitting around the dining 

room table eating lunch. Suddenly, he heard his brother scream, and the whole family ran into 

the living room where he was listening to the radio. They then heard the report of the bombing of 

Pearl Harbor. His father and his older brothers were distraught. They sat around for hours 

discussing what they thought the President should do. George will never forget President 

Franklin D. Roosevelt’s words describing the day’s terrible events “as a day that will live in 

infamy.” His brothers begged his father to let them enlist in the military the next day. His father 

said they would talk about it tomorrow. No one in his family could sleep that night. His mother 

cried all night because she knew that her two oldest sons would be going to war. Following the 



attack on Pearl Harbor before a joint session of Congress, President Roosevelt officially asked 

for a declaration of war on Japan.  

George’s two older brothers immediately enlisted, one in the Army, the other in the 

Navy. His oldest brother, who was an electrician, was in England within six weeks to prepare a 

tent city for the incoming American soldiers. His other brother was one of the first Navy 

frogmen, who was trained to dive and swim to carry out combat missions. Frogmen were also 

known by the more formal names of combat diver or combat swimmer. Combat swimming refers 

to surface swimming without a breathing apparatus for the purposes of coastal or ship 

infiltration, which is a traditional form of frogman activity and is thus an important feature of 

naval special operations. Over 3,000 men tried out to be a frogman in World War II, but only 

300 were chosen. The frogmen were involved in 12 invasions in the Pacific Ocean. They were 

the first military personnel to reach most territories. They often left messages in the sand of the 

beaches they swam up to for the soldiers who would be following soon. George’s brother told 

him that on one island, they were able to get a complete Japanese soldier’s uniform. George was 

not sure if this uniform was obtained after the Japanese soldier was killed or if they just found it.  

While his brothers were away at war, George helped his family in any way he could. 

Everyone, including women and children, had chores to do and work they might not have done 

before the war started. So many young men were away at war in every community that there 

were many job openings. Before the war, there was a huge unemployment problem in the United 

States, but after the war began millions of new jobs were created. Women joined the workforce 

to replace the men who were drafted. President Roosevelt tried to create pride in the American 

workforce by telling them they were just as important to the war efforts as the soldiers on the 

front lines. George pointed out that the war could not have been won if not for the efforts of the 



women of the United States who worked to create the supplies the soldiers needed. Even children 

helped keep America running while the men were away at war. Schools were closed in the fall 

and sometimes in the late spring, so the children could help local farmers with their harvest. 

George went to live with his uncle in Mississippi one fall to help him tend his garden and harvest 

his crops. He missed a semester of school, but he caught up when he went back.  

One of the things that affected George’s family, and probably most families in the United 

States during World War II, was rationing. So many items that had been commonplace in stores 

and homes were now restricted by the government because they were trying to send as many 

supplies as possible to the soldiers overseas. Some of the rationed items were shoes, sugar, gas, 

medicine, and tires. Citizens were limited to one pair of shoes a year, and those shoes were made 

of cardboard. There was even a national speed limit of 35 miles per hour imposed to save gas 

and tires. There was an extreme shortage of gasoline and, therefore, it was severely rationed. 

Each driver had to prove to a rationing board that they had a need for gasoline, and the board 

decided how much they were allowed. There was a substance similar to paint thinner that was 

added to the gas tanks of cars to make gas last longer.  

The war dominated everything around George, and he felt like his life revolved around, 

and depended on, what happened with the war. His family tried to stay informed about what was 

going on overseas. His mother wrote letters every week to her two older sons, and most weeks 

she received letters back. George said that his sister-in-law, who was married to his oldest 

brother, did not get a letter for three months; it got lost in the mail. She was terrified that 

something had happened to her husband.  

George’s family talked about the war every day. They also prayed every day. Newspaper 

and radio reports were dominated by war related issues. He and his family read and listened to 



everything they could about the war. They hoped for any mention of the areas the two oldest 

boys were at the time. Sometimes, George resented the war. He wished it would end so life could 

go back to normal. Of course, since he was the only male child left at home, he had more chores 

to do. He felt pressure to help his family during this time, and he tried to be careful not to eat too 

much food or tear up his clothes. He did not want to add to the worries of his mother and father.  

George loved to go to school because he felt it was an escape for him. Although there 

were mentions of the war here and there throughout the day, there were times when he and his 

classmates talked and learned about things that had absolutely nothing to do with the war. 

However, there was no real escape from the war. One student was selected to report to the class 

every day about what was happening, and George was the reporter for his class. He was very 

proud of this position, and he took his job seriously.  

On June 6, 1944, a major announcement on the radio said American troops would stage a 

massive invasion on the beaches of Normandy in France. This invasion was to begin the Western 

Allies’ effort to liberate mainland Europe from Nazi occupation. With an invasion of such size, 

20,000 allied troops were expected to be lost, but 10,000 soldiers lost their lives that day. Still, 

the invasion was considered a success, and George and his family knew the war would end soon 

and their loved ones would be coming home.  

The war lasted another nine months after the D-Day invasions, but eventually, the Allied 

troops were successful, and it was over. On May 7 and 8, 1945, Victory in Europe was 

celebrated in London, England. On this day, the World War II Allies accepted the unconditional 

surrender of the armed forces of Nazi Germany. George said they might not have been in 

London, but there were also celebrations in his neighborhood during those two days. Although 

grocery shelves were empty and people had been very careful with their food until this point, 



neighbors up and down the streets cooked what they could and had a block party. Incredibly, 

although some young men from George’s neighborhood had been wounded in the war, none had 

been killed. It seemed maybe life might soon be back to normal. When President Franklin D. 

Roosevelt announced over the radio that the war was officially over, the whole family cheered, 

hugged, and cried.  

George’s brothers came home within six months of the President’s announcement, and 

life did go back to normal—somewhat. Life for George and his family, and actually life for a 

vast majority of the world, would never be completely the same as it had been. People feared 

something bad would happen that may drag their loved ones away again. They were careful with 

their money and with supplies in ways they had not been in the past. Basically, people were no 

longer as innocent and naïve as they may have been before. They had gone through a terrible 

ordeal; however, the war brought America, and each neighborhood within it, closer together.  

George went on to graduate from high school in 1948, and that year he joined the U.S. 

Army. He was first stationed in Germany, trying to help the American troops already stationed 

there, relieving some of their duties so the soldiers could take some time off. Eventually, George 

served in the Korean War. I tried to talk to him about this, but I found his focus always drifted 

back to World War II. I think he really saw that as a changing point for him, his family, and the 

world in general.  

I am and will be eternally grateful I interviewed my grandfather. I now know him in a 

way I am afraid I never could if I had not done this interview. I will never forget this time I was 

spent with him or the stories he had to tell. Most of all, I will never forget the emotion and 

vulnerability he revealed as he recalled such a difficult time of his life. It is a side of him I have 

never seen before. I admire my grandfather for being able to look back at what most people 



would consider to be, a difficult life with no complaints and how he was thankful for what he did 

have. I am proud of the man he has become, and have a newfound respect for him since hearing 

more details of his life. I also have a new respect for those who not only fight for our country 

during war, but also those who are left at home to wait, to worry, and to struggle to carry on 

during times of war. I hope one day to be able to share these memories with the rest of my 

family, so they will all know what a great man my grandfather is.  


