
Prologue

As I sit here trying to compile all of the World War II oral 
histories that I have accumulated over the years from the wonderful 
families of my hometown, Montcross, North Carolina, I am 
reminded of the fact that these families suffered and sacrificed just 
like those from other parts of the country. The oral history of the 
Johnson family is not unique, but it is a microcosm sample of what 
other families went through during the four years that America was 
engaged in the bloody conflict of World War II. I have promised 
Lillie Johnson, who so eloquently told me her family’s story, that I 
would tell it honestly and completely. This is their story.



A Date Which Will Live in Infamy

Johnson Family home ~ montcross, north carolina 
December 7, 1941

It was a bright and sunny Sunday afternoon and the Johnson 
family had just returned home from the First Baptist Church where 
they had heard a sermon on the parable of the loaves and fishes 
by Reverend Kelton. Sunday lunch was always a formal affair 
with Mrs. Elva McCann, the family’s negro cook and housekeeper, 
preparing a meal of fried chicken, mashed potatoes and gravy, green 
beans, and a family favorite, banana pudding, for dessert. Gathered 
around the large, formal dining room table for lunch are Raymond, 
Bessie, Jimmy, Elizabeth, Myra, and Lillie. The only family member 
missing this Sunday was Raymond’s namesake and oldest son, Ray, 
Jr. He was away at school in Raleigh, North Carolina.

Raymond, Sr., patriarch of the Johnson family and the manager 
of the Montcross Rail Yard, said to his youngest son, Jimmy, “Ray 
should be home from State College next weekend. What are your 
plans?”
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Jimmy replied, “Our Model-A needs some repairs and I was 
hoping Ray and I could pool our summer job money to make them. 
The hardest part will be to replace the radiator which leaks like a 
sieve. Can you help us with that?”

“Sure, Jimmy. That won’t be a problem at all. Please, pass the 
mashed potatoes, Bessie.”

As Bessie passed the mashed potatoes, she noticed ten-year-old 
Myra dawdling over her green beans, “Myra, if you don’t eat your 
green beans, you won’t get any dessert.”

“Mommy! I don’t like green beans!” Myra yelped.
“No green beans. No dessert.” Bessie replied.
Myra, knowing it was fruitless to argue, ate her green beans 

because she did not want to miss the smooth and succulent banana 
pudding that Elva had made.

Sixteen-year-old Elizabeth asked, “Will Sara be coming home 
with Ray next weekend? I sure would like to see her again.”

As the platter of chicken was passed around the table, Bessie 
served Lillie a chicken leg and said, “Yes, Sara will be accompanying 
Ray home on Saturday and will stay here for the entire week. I am 
looking forward to seeing her again.”

“Do you think they will get married soon, Mom? After all they 
have been going together for over a year now.” Elizabeth asked 
between bites of mashed potatoes.

“I would hope that Ray would finish school first before 
contemplating marriage. They need to establish themselves before 
embarking on anything like that. Your Dad had a good job at the 
Montcross Rail Yard and we went together for more than five years 
before we got married. I hope Ray and Sara will wait.”

“Mommy, may I be excused?” Lillie, the youngest daughter and 
light-hearted comic of the family, asked before dessert had been 
served.

“Don’t you want any banana pudding, Lillie? What are you 
going to go do?” Bessie asked, a little perplexed, since Lillie always 
loved banana pudding.

“I don’t want any dessert, Mommy. My tummy doesn’t feel good 
and I need to go to the bathroom.”
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“You may be excused. I’ll be right up to check on you. Do you 
need any help?”

“No thanks, Mommy.” Lillie left the table and went upstairs to 
the bedroom she shared with her older sister, Myra.

Bessie was concerned and said to no one in particular, “I sure 
hope Lillie hasn’t caught the stomach bug that has been making 
the rounds this winter. Raymond, did you think she looked a little 
pale?”

“Yes,” Raymond replied, “she did look a little pale to me and 
I certainly hope it’s not the stomach bug. I think you might want 
to call Dr. Preslar and see if he would come check on her this 
afternoon.”

“I think you’re right. I’ll call him as soon as we finish eating.” 
Bessie replied.

After lunch, Bessie placed the call to Dr. Preslar’s home and he 
told her that he would be by a little after two to check on Lillie. The 
rest of the family changed out of their church clothes and got ready 
to walk to their grandparents’ home next door where they would 
listen to the Sunday afternoon CBS radio show, The Spirit of ’41.

In the formal sitting room at their grandparents’ home, 
Raymond and the rest of the family took their seats around the large 
console radio that sat against one wall of the small room.

Robert Johnson, Raymond’s father, said, “What preparations do 
you think the show will share today, Jimmy?”

“I don’t know, Grandpa. But, I really enjoyed last week’s episode 
on the US Army’s maneuvers that have been taking place in South 
Carolina.” Jimmy responded.

“Where’s Bessie and Lillie, Raymond?” Raymond’s mother and 
middle daughter’s namesake, Myra Johnson asked.

“Bessie has stayed home with Lillie, who was not feeling well at 
lunch. Dr. Preslar will be coming by at two to check on her. We hope 
she’s not coming down with the stomach bug that’s making it’s 
rounds this winter, Mother.” Raymond replied.

“Quiet, the show is about to start.” Robert said.
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This episode of the show painted the picture of everything that 
was going on in the Brooklyn Navy Yard. At two twenty-five, the 
show was interrupted by CBS News and John Daly announced, 
“The Japanese have attacked Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, by air, President 
Roosevelt has just announced. The attack also was made on all naval 
and military activities on the principal island of Oahu.”

For several moments, the group sat in stunned silence until 
Robert said, “Oh, Lord! This is terrible.”

“What’s going to happen now, Grandpa?” Jimmy asked and 
continued, “Are we going to be all right?”

Before his grandfather could reply, Elizabeth burst into tears and 
said, “What does it mean, Dad?”

“Elizabeth, it looks like we are at war with Japan,” Raymond 
replied to his oldest daughter, “and it is going to be long row to 
hoe.”

“Will the Japanese invade California? Will Germany invade at 
the Outer Banks?” Raymond’s mother asked.

“A Japanese invasion of California is a distinct possibility, but 
I don’t think the Germans will come ashore at the Outer Banks 
because they haven’t been able to conquer Great Britain,” Raymond 
responded. 

“I don’t know, other than it will be a rough go for a while until 
the country mobilizes. What we need to do is pray for President 
Roosevelt. We are all going to have to pull together as one country to 
help the president meet the needs of the country and beat back our 
enemies,” Jimmy’s grandfather replied.

Jimmy, who had been trying to follow the radio announcements 
and conversation in the room about what happened in Hawaii, just 
about missed his grandfather’s response.

“How long will that take? What do we do in the meantime?” 
Jimmy asked.

“If it’s anything like the last war, it could take the country a year 
to mobilize. When President Wilson declared war on Germany in 
1917, it took a full year before the American Expeditionary Forces 
engaged the enemy in France because it took that long to train the 
troops and produce all the materiel that would be required to defeat 
Germany.” Robert replied, “Your dad can tell you what it was like 
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training and fighting in the Great War, if he will. I know his time 
in the Marines was difficult and after the war and his service had 
ended, it took him a long time to recover from the wounds and what 
he saw in France.”

“Dad, I was hoping that President Roosevelt would preserve the 
peace and I wouldn’t have to tell the story of my war experiences 
because I’ve still not recovered from some of the wounds,” 
Raymond responded, “With war upon us, it looks like I must tell 
the boys my story, but I am going to wait until Ray is home next 
weekend.”

“Raymond, I know how hard that is going to be, but I also think 
it might help you, too. You will finally be able to tell someone about 
what you endured during the Great War as a member of the vaunted 
First Marine Division in the Battle of Belleau Wood.” Robert replied.

Raymond gathered the children, “Maybe, Dad. Now, I think 
we need to get on home so that I can tell Bessie about what has 
happened in Hawaii and start figuring out what we need to do 
next.”

Raymond, Jimmy, Elizabeth, and Myra walked back home in 
stunned silence after hearing more about the attack on the Hawaiian 
Islands on the radio.

raleigh, north carolina 
December 7, 1941

Before Ray, Jr. had left home to go to State College, he had 
promised his mother that he would attend church every Sunday and 
today was no exception. He and his girlfriend, Sara, attended the 
First Baptist Church of Raleigh for Sunday services. After church, 
Ray and Sara were guests of Mr. and Mrs. Redifer for lunch.

Mrs. Redifer asked, “What are your plans for Christmas, Sara?”
“I am going with Ray to Montcross to visit his family for the first 

week,” Sara replied, “and then home to Edenton for Christmas and 
the rest of my vacation.”

“Sounds like you are going to have a wonderful holiday season. 
I want to wish you and your family all the best for Christmas.”


