
SIX CAREER LESSONS FROM MY GRANDFATHER'S WWII LETTERS HOME 
 

 
 
By John Reed Stark* 
 
My late grandfather, William Stark, was a patriot's patriot -- but don't take my word for it. 
Learn about his heroism first hand by reading his letters home during his military service as an 
army physician during World War II. His letters not only provide a unique and unfiltered glimpse 
into life in the army during World War II, but they also offer some wonderful career guidance 
and advice. 
 
Some Background  
 
On December 7, 1941, my grandfather was half-way to his 37th birthday and well into middle 
age. Married to his wife Ethel, with a young son (age 11, who would become my father Richard) 
and a young daughter (age 4, who would become my Aunt Susan), my grandfather worked as a 
physician, running a small neighborhood medical practice from his home office in Queens, New 
York. 
 
But on that day, when he learned that the Japanese had attacked Pearl Harbor, like so many 
others, my grandfather was an American above all else, and he enlisted in the U.S. army. As a 
Jew in particular, his family having emigrated to escape the pogroms of eastern Europe, my 
grandfather always felt he owed everything to his country. 
 
In addition to having to provide for his young family, William Stark was older and probably not 
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quite physically ready for joining the army. He was neither a super athlete nor particularly 
physically vigorous, but he volunteered for the Army anyway -- and began his training at Camp 
Roberts in California and later at the Walla Walla, Washington army training base (now the 
Walla Walla Washington Regional Airport). 
 
After a few months, his wife and two children joined him for a short time, living on the army 
bases with him, engaging in what must have been a harrowing cross country marathon from 
Queens, New York to California's Highway 101 (the first time my grandmother ever left New 
York in her life).  But soon thereafter, now Captain William Stark bid a tearful goodbye to his 
loving wife and small children, eventually boarding a ship to Europe to help heal the wounded 
of World War II.   
 
Captain William Stark's Letter's Home 
 
An extraordinarily devoted father and husband, my grandfather wrote letters home to my 
grandmother often, and remarkably, she kept those letters in an old cardboard box. Before she 
died, she gave the letters to my father, and before he died, my father gave those letters to me.   
His letters home are fascinating, truly historical documents to behold. My grandfather was a 
well-educated man, schooled at Columbia University in New York City and a true wordsmith 
and poet. The letters read like the stuff of Hollywood movies, replete with vivid descriptions of 
European cities he had visited for the first time; eerie tales of chilling battlefields and foxholes; 
and passionate prose proclaiming the powerful love he had for his wife and his two children, 
who he missed terribly. 
 

 
 

Page 2 of 18 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Walla_Walla_Regional_Airport
http://www.camprobertshistoricalmuseum.com/Mission.html
https://www.revolvy.com/main/index.php?s=Walla%20Walla%20Army%20Air%20Base&item_type=topic
http://www.camprobertshistoricalmuseum.com/Mission.html


Because of World War II's censorship rules regarding letters home, my grandfather could never 
specifically mention where he was stationed or where he worked. My guess was that he spent 
the bulk of his stint in a general hospital or field hospital, somewhere in England, perhaps in 
Blackmore Park, described here, or some similar kind of general hospital as described here. 
 
Despite the censorship rules, the letters remain a rare treasure trove of wit and wisdom, and if 
read carefully enough, also provide a broad range of career lessons -- lessons that made sense 
back then and remain relevant today. Transcribed below are six of those career lessons, 
gleaned from the Wail letters home from my grandfather, together with the actual 
photographed letters, which can be analyzed in full context first-hand. 
 
Lesson One: Solider On 
 
My grandfather believed passionately in the cause of World War II and no matter what kind of 
hardship or obstacles he encountered, he soldiered on. 
 
He writes about his philosophy on October 9th, 1944, quoting a verse from, Faith: Hope: Love: 
Service What I Live For by George Linnaeus Banks (1821–1881): 
 

"I live for those who love me, for those who know me true, for the heaven that smiles 
above me, and awaits my spirit too.  
 
For the course that lacks assistance, for the wrong that needs resistance, for the future in 
the distance and the good that I can do." 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Back in 1941, to leave one's family voluntarily, long before smart-phones and FaceTime, and 
knowing you may never see your loved ones again, required fierce determination, tremendous 
passion, true grit and most of all, a genuine sense of purpose. 
 
My grandfather understood that possessing a bona-fide sense of purpose, together with a 
relent to soldier on, no matter how tough things may become, enabled him to harness a 
powerful combination for success not just in work but also in life. 
 
Lesson Two: Love of Country and Family Means More Than Material Possessions 
 
My grandfather's letters detail the brighter aspects of his own journey; the successful 
recoveries of his patients; and the marvelous sense of optimism that carried him through tough 
times and long nights. But the letters are not all about him and what he was going through. The 
letters also detail the difficulties that my grandmother was experiencing at home back in 
Queens, raising two young children on her own and trying her best to make ends meet. 
 
In one of the letters that my grandmother wrote to my grandfather, she must have described 
the financial difficulties she was having and how frustrated she was watching the local doctors, 
who had not enlisted in the war effort, prosper with little competition. There was one doctor in 
particular, by the name of Ginsburg, who had apparently taken over my grandfather's medical 
practice. My grandmother was particularly upset about Dr. Ginsburg, who was apparently 
becoming very wealthy at my grandfather's expense. 
 
My grandfather responded thoughtfully on September 15th, 1945 (using v-mail or victory mail, 
which offered expedited delivery for American G.I's): 
 

I am sorry that you took up a whole paragraph about Dr. Ginsburg and his income. It is 
understandable that you feel so badly about the fact that it is someone else who is making 
so much money in my office. But remember my love . . . There are still about a third of all 
the doctors in the U.S. in the services and it is inevitable that those left would be coining 
money. We in the forces only hope that there is some left for us . . . I wonder whether 
people in civil life realize how one's energy can be reduced by army discipline and 
uncertainty. But I'm sure that people like Ginsburg and others who are so wrapped up in 
their own lives cannot understand this tremendous part of our sacrifice . . . Anyway, time 
will take care of this too, I am certain . . .  
 
As you say my darling, one must not be too envious . . . for we do have each other and 
that is worth everything to us. Also we will look back upon this time with great pride and 
we won't have to be sheepish, when the subject of World War II comes up, as others will 
need to necessarily be, with all their worldly treasures. And as for this, we will also have 
our share of these with good health as a basic factor. This is the only thing we must pray 
for.  After that everything will be OK. (Emphasis in original) 
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Clearly, my grandfather appreciated family and freedom above all else. To my grandfather, the 
war effort was about protecting the American way of life for his beloved wife and children. 
Material possessions and wealth did not even qualify as an afterthought. 
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Indeed, my grandfather's letters are filled with evidence of how much he loved his family and 
how much he missed them. Given his enlistment at such an older age, he was more settled in 
his family than his fellow soldiers and was inspired by the age difference. He writes: 
 

Well, remember that I love you Ethel very dearly and you Dickie [his son, my father 
Richard] and you Susan [his daughter]. Some of the physicians who are a little younger 
than I, who have recently been married, really envy me when they see the beautiful 
picture of my family sitting on my table. They say, 'Bill, you have 'stuff' really worthwhile 
whereas they have to still produce their first. How blessed I am. 

 

 
 
Lesson Three: Working is a Privilege 
 
My grandfather took pride in his work and never complained, drawing energy and perspective 
from the importance of what he was doing. One night, clearly exhausted, he learned that 
wounded soldiers were to arrive after midnight. Rather than look to the long night with dread, 
instead he looked forward to getting himself out of bed, contributing to the war effort and 
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saving lives. 
 
For my grandfather, work was not a part of life to be avoided; not a role to be set aside when 
difficult; and not an aspect of life worthy of complaint or disdain. Rather, working was a 
privilege that should be embraced with pride, enthusiasm and vigor, especially patriotic work 
helping his fellow soldiers. 
 
On October 1st, 1944 at 11:PM, after a long day and a movie treat (see below), just before 
shutting down for bed, he writes of learning that an influx of new wounded was expected at the 
ward sometime late that night: 
 

Tonight I expect that most of us will be up awaiting a convoy of patients who will arrive in 
the next few hours. I hope they are not too badly hurt, but I shall be glad to be up and take 
care of them, for they are surely deserving of the best. 
  

 
  
  
For my grandfather, his job was more than just a mission and privilege: it was also a distraction 
that enabled him to avoid dwelling on how badly he missed his wife and children. Amazingly, he 
somehow re-directed the passion he felt for his family into  even more energy for his work -- 
and this became a very successful approach. He writes: 
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Now, my dearest one, as for me, I am well but surely, I miss you, just as much as you miss 
me and that includes the children too. It is often terribly difficult but if I keep busy, my 
thoughts do not get too deep and all is OK. All of us feel the same way here and we keep 
our efforts up together.  And we thrive in work. 

 

 
  
  
My grandfather viewed his work not as a job but as a responsibility he owed to others and as a 
commitment to teaching to others. In one letter, he writes of a presentation that he was 
planning and how he took pride in his efforts: 
 

I have just finished preparing my presentation for tomorrow . . . am looking over the 
results of my surgical and orthopedic work, I am certainly pleased but now I should be 
able to present them in such a fashion which will impress my listeners. So you can now 
see that my work not only is interesting orthopedically but will train me in being able to 
[train] other doctors. 
 
He concludes this same letter with words that captures the inspiration for his tireless 
work ethic, quoting The Village Blacksmith, a poem by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow. He 
writes: 
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Well, dearly beloved, let me close this brief note with quotes from Longfellow: 
 
"Each morning sees some task begin, each evening sees it close;  
Something attempted, something done, has earned a night's repose."        

 

 
 
Lesson Four: Good Triumphs (Eventually) 
 
It was apparently movie night in my grandfather's barracks on October 1st, 1944 and the 
featured film was Mr. Skeffington, starring Bette Davis as a beautiful woman whose many 
suitors, and self-love, distract her from returning the affections of her husband, Job Skeffington. 
It also makes a point about Skeffington's status as a Jew in 1914 high society and, later, in 
relation to Nazi Germany. 
 
Though not a happy story for Jews or the lovelorn, my grandfather nonetheless sincerely 
appreciated the deeper messages of the film, which inspired him to ponder the good and evil in 
the world -- and optimistically write home how he believes that good will always prevail. He 
writes: 
 

I have just come from seeing " Mr. Skeffington" at the Officers Club and it certainly was 
a remarkable portrayal by Bette Davis. She is one actress who can make one hate her 

Page 9 of 18 

 

http://www.nytimes.com/movie/review?res=9E0CEEDA1338E33BBC4E51DFB366838F659EDE
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0037094/


terribly, although as in human relationships, the finer quality of a human being must 
come forward and if they don't, sometime, somewhere, they are punished for their 
feelings. The last scene was awfully touching and my Jewish heart was really touched. I 
couldn't keep from crying a little in the end in sympathy for Mr. Skeffington . . 
 
[The film] is quite deep and apropos to many people, and a very good sermon. However, 
like most sermons, I just wonder if it is like water off a duck's back. I am just hopeful that 
with constant repetition of the good things in life and the finer points of living, that these 
many fine points will gradually be inculcated into people. It seems quite conceivable that 
if the Russians can do it in 25 years and are winning and that the Germans having done it 
for more than ten years and losing, that the right thing must always come on top. 
 
May this day of appreciation of deeper things in life come soon and I am indeed hopeful 
that with the destruction of the German and Japanese way of thinking, this day will 
arrive. What a wonderful day that will be for us and for our children. Long live the 
patient and loving Mr. Skeffingtons. 

 

 
  
  
Lesson Five: Faith Is A Powerful Companion 
 
My grandfather was a religious and spiritual man, tied in every way to Judaism, carrying a book 
of "Jewish Holy Scriptures" with him at all times during the war, which he gave to me when I 
was 11 year's old (on New Year's eve of our nation's bicentennial), and which I still have today. 
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Being away from his family was tough for my grandfather, missing some of the most 
memorable times in the lives of his children, including his son's (my father's) Bar Mitzvah. The 
best he could muster was to send his son a Benrus wristwatch he bought at the Army PX, which 
he engraved on its caseback as follows: 
 

"Dick Bar Mitzvah. Greetings from England, 1945. Dad." 
  

My late father passed that watch on to me. It still runs great and is a testament to the bond 
between us all -- and to the powerful faith that my grandfather held close. 
 

 
 
Lesson Six: There is No Place Like Home 
 
After almost four years in the army, my grandfather's wait to be shipped home to the United 
States was agony for him. Stationed somewhere in England when a deadline was established 
for the U.S. to leave, he was optimistic that he would be part of the U.K.'s "emptying" (as he 
referred to it) and be sent home. In fact, his unit, the 93rd General Hospital was set to sail to 
the U.S. from the U.K.  But his hopes of going home were shattered when, with just a few 
weeks to go before the 93rd shipped home, he received his orders to instead go to France. 
 
Obviously upset about his new orders, in the only letter home where he actually sounded 
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frustrated, he cursed (albeit lightly) the army bureaucracy, though using blank spaces for the 
actual curse words. Confounded by the delaying of his trip home and the constant confusion 
surrounding his orders, he wrote on September 19th, 1945: 
 

[Having received my orders this morning, it looks like I am heading to France.] They 
apparently needed an orthopedic with a medium number of points so I was sent . . . it 
seems that units now in France apparently have high point men in them [ when a soldier 
accrued a certain number of points, as designated by the so-called Advanced Service 
Ratings Score, the soldier was sent home ] and have to be relieved from their function, 
which is to service the thousands of troops in the assembly area who are awaiting 
shipment home. So they apparently are . . . using up men in the medium bracket of points 
to fill up these units.  
 
This is, of course, conjecture, because no one knows exactly what is going on, not even 
the C.O. here, but this appears most logical. You realize that all of us had been holding 
our breath and sweating out this possibility of going to a unit staging for the continent 
for the past month or so, and [when we learned that we would not be going home to the 
U.S. with the 93rd general hospital], boy, did the axe fall! That's the army. G_ _ D _ _ _ 
It. 

 

 
  
  
While working in France, my grandfather made the best of it and his letters are filled with vivid 
details of the places he visited with his fellow soldiers, including one very touching visit to a 
battlefield outside of Paris. He marveled at the sacrifice of the many soldiers who died, writing: 
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Many buildings along the roads were completely leveled to the ground as well as many 
gutted, only the outside structure remaining. Also, the many permanent signs along the 
roads were riddled with machine gun bullet holes, as well as many corners of houses shot 
away, that is, the corners next to the ground, where soldiers lay defending them. Also in 
the fields . . . there were the remains of many fox holes, not disturbed except for the 
overgrowth of grass. One could feel that along these main roads, many of our boys lost 
their lives and shed their blood for what they hoped will be a better world. As to the 
roads mentioned, it was good to see the German 'supermen' POWs working to repair the 
ravages of artillery. 

 

 
  
Only three weeks after his arrival in Reims, France, my grandfather's prayers seemed answered 
and he was suddenly ordered to board a ship from Paris bound for the U.S. Apparently, the ship 
leaving Paris needed medical personnel to help care for the crew and passengers, so he 
hurriedly gathered his belongings and waited to set sail for home, still skeptical that he could be 
told to turn around. He wrote on October 12th, 1945: 
 

I have seen these gorgeous Golden words on orders that I received today, that is, "to be 
shipped to the U.S." Now, sweet, don't be too hasty or too hopeful (for sure anyway), you 
know the army. I am one of five officers being transferred to the 19th Reinforcement 
Depot . . . Why we five were picked to get these orders, who knows? . . .  
 
But I am going to follow my orders and go to the depot tomorrow morning to see what 
develops. You can realize from what I said before that no one believes in anything that 
happens to them now and can only be sure when they see the Statue of Liberty, but as the 
five of us have said, it is a step in the right direction. 
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Still nervous, he wrote the next day, on October 13th, 1945: 
 

Further progress to report today. Five more doctors moved out today and I am now 16th 
on the list. We heard this evening that between the 19th and the 25th of October, there 
will be about 8 ships coming in, so that if they put two transport surgeons on each one, 
there I go to sail the sea to return to that Valhalla and to your arms. So keep holding 
your breath and your lips ready. 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Worried about getting sick on the trip, my grandfather wrote in the last line of his letter, that 
he would forego drinking any Coca-Cola during the days prior to the trip, for fear of getting any 
kind of upset stomach. Later on in life, perhaps this would explain his love of Pepsi -- he 
constantly drank Pepsi all day long and never Coke. 

As the date of his possible departure approached, my grandfather grew more and more excited 
and optimistic. On October 21, 1945, he writes: 

We are hoping that this will be our last Sunday in the [European Theater] for the way 
things are moving, I ought to embark on a ship before the next week is out. So, my 
darling, keep holding your breath and your lips for me. I will send you a cable just as 
soon as I know that I am ready to board ship. 

Finally, about three weeks later, on November 4th, 1945, my grandfather boarded a Victory 
Ship  (probably just like the one depicted below (the U.S.S Gage ) or the one chronicled in this 
film ).  He sent the cable that must have lit up his house on Leslie Road in Queens, New York -- 
as he was now bound for home. 
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Home Stateside, and Time to Return to 
Work 

 
My grandfather arrived home as planned 
and the joy he felt was probably something 
he never forgot. It was a proud day of relief 
for his wife and two children, now almost 
four years older and thrilled beyond words 
to have him back safe and sound. 

 
But amid all of the celebrating, there were 
also immediate financial needs for the family 
and my grandfather needed to return to 

work immediately. Having developed a specialty in the army -- orthopedics -- he planned on 
focusing his medical practice primarily on people with broken bones and the like. He drafted his 
business plan for getting himself (and other extended family members) back on track financially 
and realized that he needed to work seven days a week and many evenings in order to support 
everyone. 
 
Footnote: Thanks Fred Trump (!) 
 
Unfortunately, finding an office became a problem for my grandfather. Given that many of his 
patients could not manage stairs, my grandfather needed to find an office building with 
elevators that ran seven days a week and in the evenings.  Such a building was not easy to find.  
 
In those days, even in New York, elevators needed elevator operators -- and commercial 
elevator operators did not typically work during evenings and weekends.  Interestingly, there 
was at least one landlord willing to help my grandfather, promising that an elevator operator 
would be on duty whenever my grandfather needed, for as long as he needed.  That man's 
name? Frederick Trump, President Donald Trump's father.   
 
And so it went that my grandfather began his post-WWII professional life at 90-04 161st Street, 
Jamaica, NY, 11432 -- now the office of the Community Healthcare Network, a New York 
Presbyterian Healthcare System-affiliated not-for-profit organization which provides more than 
80,000 mostly low-income and uninsured New Yorkers of all ages with an array of primary care, 
dental, nutrition, mental health and social services. 
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The Lessons Learned 
 
My grandfather made it back safely from World War II and went on to build a thriving 
orthopedic practice. He also became the family patriarch and personal physician on call 24-7 for 
any relative who was sick or hurt, always happy to help, forever cheerful in disposition and 
never a discouraging word or complaint.  
 

 
 

And although he missed his own son's Bar Mitzvah, my grandfather lived to enjoy not just the 
Bar and Bat Mitzvah's of his grandchildren but some of their college and graduate school 
commencements as well. 
 
Indeed, Army Captain William Stark lived out the American dream, dying peacefully at 80 years 
old, leaving behind his dear wife Ethel after 56 years of marriage (who died four years later); his 
son (who became an orthopedic surgeon as well and died eight years ago), his daughter and 
four grandchildren.  Two of his great-grandchildren now proudly bear his name, and celebrate 
his brave military service, good-heartedness and remarkable attitude about life. 
 
Most of us will never come remotely close to making the kind of sacrifice Captain William Stark 
undertook for our country.  But thanks to his many letters home, not only can we honor his 
courage and patriotism, but we can also learn from the fundamental career (and life) lessons he 
shared, which he so graciously left us all as his legacy.  
 
*John Reed Stark Consulting LLC, a data breach response and digital compliance firm. Formerly, 

Mr. Stark served for almost 20 years in the Enforcement 
Division of the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission, the 
last 11 of which as Chief of its Office of Internet 
Enforcement. He also worked for 15 years as an Adjunct 
Professor at Georgetown Law School, where he taught on the 
juxtaposition of law, technology and crime, and for five years 
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as managing director of a global data breach response firm, including three years as the head of 
its Washington, D.C. office.  Mr. Stark is the author of, "The Cybersecurity Due Diligence 
Handbook," available as an eBook on Amazon, iBooks and other booksellers.  
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