
 

Great Lakes Naval Training Station Parade Grounds-circa 1918 (NH S-361 
Courtesy of the Naval History and Heritage Command) 

 

Trainee’s Quarters at the Great Lakes Training Station-1917 (S-147-B.02 Courtesy 
of the Naval History and Heritage Command) 

 

Arial view of the Great Lakes Training Station 
(NH S-361 A.01 Courtesy of the Naval History and Heritage Command) 
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Chapter Two 

Like so many men who serve their country during war, Art wanted to see action. 
With a single-minded purpose, he focused on becoming the best aviation mechanic 
possible. Since he worked at Kempsmith Manufacturing at age seventeen, Art 



already knew a lot about lathes and industrial machinery. Eighteen years old at the 
time he enlisted, Arthur inflated his age by three years to gain credibility and lied 
again in Philadelphia, when he told his superior officer he had flying experience, 
when in fact he had none. In the following letters, Art explains what he did and 
why to is mother.  

In the summer of 1918 United States was in the middle of a massive military build-
up after joining WWI in April of 1917. As fate would have it, the Spanish 
Influenza was spreading throughout the world like a raging wildfire a mere two 
months before Art enlisted. From its start in Funston, Kansas in 1918 to every 
military camp in the US East Coast, the Spanish Influenza eventually devastated 
every country around the world for the next two years.  

To provide context to Art’s references to the influenza in his letters, the virus hit 
Great Lakes in late August/early September 1918, just before he was transferred to 
the Philadelphia Naval Yards. In July of 1918, Great Lakes was overflowing with 
recruits, which is why Art’s letters were written on YMCA stationary three weeks 
into his basic training.  

In the picture on the next page, the men sitting bumper to bumper eating corn on 
the cob in the summer of 1918 at the Great Lakes Training Station never knew that 
a pandemic was about to hit them just before they went to war. Art was already 
three weeks into his basic training when he wrote the following first letter home.  
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Great Lakes Training Station in the summer of 1918 
(NH 2601 Courtesy of the Naval History and Heritage Command) 

 



Navy recruits showing off their smallpox vaccinations at the Great Lakes Training 
Station in 1918. (NH53022-Courtesy of the Naval History and Heritage Command)  

— 34 —  

Chapter Two  

                                                                                                July 23, 1918  

 

Dear Mother,  

I had a few minutes and thought I would write a few letters. I didn’t get a letter for 
about three weeks now. You didn’t forget who I am or lose the address did you? 
Well, I ain’t gone yet—and I didn’t hear anything about leaving either.  

I went to Chicago last Sunday and stayed at Murutske’s. I had a pretty good time 
all right. Fred was along, and he took the machine out Sunday. I was driving, and 
we rode from 1:30 in the afternoon to 10 o’clock at night. We were practically all 
over Chicago. We were through all the different parks and Otto took us to the 
Chicago Auto Club, and we went to Hynlines place and to Indiana and the town of 
Argo. Otto thought you were coming Sunday, but you didn’t. I suppose it was a 
little too far for you, wasn’t it? 
 
I’m certainly coming along fine. I weigh exactly 159 pounds now stripped. That’s 
pretty good, eh? Fred is out of the hospital now and back in school. You know 
when I enlisted, I told them I was a Supervisor in a lathe department for a year, and 
I think before I get out of here, I’ll be Instructor in the lathe department because 
the Head Instructor came and asked me what different lathes I supervised, and he 
took my name and Company. And I suppose as soon as I get into the machine 
shop, he will make me Instructor—but I don’t want the job. And I’m going to try 
and get out of it if I can. I don’t want no job like that. I could just as well stayed 
home if I wanted to do that kind of work. 

Say, Della didn’t send that money order yet did she? If she did, I didn’t get it. I was 
figuring on coming home Saturday, but if I don’t get it, I can’t come. I’m pretty 
sure of getting paid the 5th or 20th—so after that it will be all right. It only cost me 



88c to go to Otto’s place and back, and I didn’t have much more. And he wouldn’t 
let me spend any money anyway.  

Well, I suppose we will pass in review tomorrow—that’s Wednesday afternoon, 
and after that I’ll scrub clothes. Say, if you can get a pen for my fountain pen, get 
one will you? Mine is broken—they only cost about 2c, but I can’t get any here. 
And if you get one, have it ready before Saturday—because I won’t have much 
chance of getting any Saturday night. Otherwise, things are moving along all right. 

Only thing that’s worrying me is that the War might be over before I get to see 
anything of it, and I certainly don’t want to come home from the Great Lakes. 
Well, that’s all I know now, but don’t forget to write once a month anyway. Surely 
with so much time you can find in a month. Well, here’s hoping I get to France 
soon. 

                                                                                     Your Son,  

                                                                                     Arthur Ehrke 
                                                                                     Company C 
                                                                                     15th Rkg. 
                                                                                     New Aviation Camp 

TO THE WRITER: Save by writing on BOTH sides of the PAPER. 
TO THE FOLKS AT HOME: Save food, BUY LIBERTY BONDS, and WAR SAVINGS 
STAMPS.  
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                                                                                                     August 2, 1918 

Dear Mother and Father, 

Just a line to let you know that I ain’t coming home this Saturday. I stayed in last 
Saturday, but I’m on guard from 7 o’clock to 11 Sunday morning, and the fellows 
are charging 25c an hour to stand guard for someone else. And if I would give my 
guard to some fellow that was not going to shore, I would have to pay a dollar and 
I ain’t got any to spare, so I’ll stay here and stand somebody else’s guard for a 
dollar. I’m going to take 3 guards besides my own—so I’ll make $3.00 Sunday. 



That will help along a little anyway. And I sure will come home next Saturday. I 
really would like to home this Saturday but the way it is I can’t—and anyway I 
don’t want to come home broke all the time.  

I know you haven’t got any too much and don’t send me any more—I’ll get along 
all right, and as soon as I get paid, I’ll send home just as much as I can. I’ve got 
three more weeks of school, so that is 3 more shore leaves, and I’m almost positive 
that we get shipped as soon as we are through school because a class finishes up 
every week, and they also leave every week. But I will spend these last 3 weeks at 
home if I can. 

Fred finishes up just one week after I do, and I don’t know if he will leave the 
same time as I do, but if he don’t, I will expect to see him come to the same place I 
do. Unless, as I hear, they are building aviation bases all around the coast, and I 
might go to a different one that he does. But we can’t help that, and say, if after the 
war is over and I can’t go into a garage or machine shop and demand the wages I 
want, why it won’t be my fault. I’ve worked on motors made in England, America, 
and France.  

I’m working on a motor now which has the propeller on the cam shaft instead of 
on the crank shaft like the rest have. It has 12 cyl. 6” bore and 8” stroke—some bus 
believe me. And we also have motors with cam shaft and rocker arms above the 
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cylinders instead of in the motor. Last week I worked on a 21-cylinder rotary 
motor made in France. Believe me, that’s some motor. There are 21connecting 
rods on one throw of the crank shaft. That very near sounds impossible—but that’s 
just the way it is and believe me, you have to know that motor before you get 
through with it too. Pen just ran dry—so I’ll have to stop. 
 
                                                                                         Your loving Son, 
 
                                                                                         Art Ehrke 
                                                                                         Co. C 
                                                                                         Aviation Camp, 
                                                                                         Great Lakes, Ill. 



 
P.S. I ran out of paper too, notice it. 
 

 
                                                                                              August 8, 1918 
 

Hello there:  

Well, how is everybody—pretty mad I suppose? You know we’ve been so busy 
here of late that I really had no time—but anyway I didn’t hear from any of you. 
I’m still going to school and learning more each day. 

There’s a big storm blowing through here now—it is just 10 minutes to 7 and it’s 
curtaining raining. I suppose you were wondering why I didn’t come home with 
Fred last Saturday, eh? One reason was that I had to wash clothes, and I wanted to 
rate some sleep—and also no jack. I bought a razor for $2.00—it’s a Gillette and 
certainly a good one. It’s a service set and the same one in town cost’s $5.00.  
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In case you would want to come out here once more you can bring the machine 
right in Camp. Roads are all made, and everything is fixed up. How was the 
weather down there the last few days? Gee, it was warm here—about 102 
degrees in the shade. We got one of Kempsmith’s millers up here—it just came 
in two days ago. Tomorrow the men from all over the Station are coming to the 
Main Camp and they are going to take a picture of the whole bunch. That will be 
some picture—there’s about 50.000 men here—and more coming. Notice the paper 
I’m using. That’s from a new branch again. They have a big place in this camp, a 
dance hall, piano, victrola, writing room, and a stage too. Oh, it’s a regular place, 
and when we get lots of time, we go over there—only we don’t get no time. 
 



Tell Della I’m ever so much obliged for the $1.00 she sent along with Fred. It 
certainly came in handy. But I expect to get paid on the 20th, and if I do, why Ill 
send it all back. I’m certainly having a wonderful time here. I like it better every 
day, and also getting heavier every day. Well, it’s just about 2 and half months 
now that I’m gone eh? It seems about 2 and half weeks to me. The time goes so 
fast up here. I see by the papers that the Dutchmen are getting beat up pretty bad. 
But they would get it just a little worse if Frederic-de-Ize and me were over there, 
and that they probably will now draft 18–45-year-olds. Is that right? Well, I hope 
they do, so they get Louie and some of those older slackers living around there. 
They might get a little sense if they get in the Navy. Well, I will have to quit now 
for a while. I’m getting pretty sleepy. 

                                                                                     Your son,  

                                                                                     A. Ehrke  

                                                                           Company C 15th Regiment  
 
P.S. Now don’t forget to write. 
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Sailors assemble a Curtiss seaplane at Naval Training Center, Great Lakes, Illinois 
circa 1918. (NH 2335 Curtiss Seaplane- Courtesy of Navy History and Heritage 
Command)  

 

Seaplanes getting ready for a scouting mission at Great Lakes-1918 (N2497—
Courtesy of the Navy History and Heritage Command)  
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                                                                                     August 27, 1918 

Dear Mother,  

I had a pretty good time last Sunday night. I went to Lake Park and didn’t get in 
until 2:30. I caught the last car at 11:45 and just before Racine, the power shut 
off, and we stayed there for an hour. But I was checked in at 9:45, so all’s well that 
ends well. 

That draft I was telling you about on the 27th is changed to the 15th of September, 
and that’s the last draft leaving for France indefinitely. So I will be in it, and Fred 
finishes school on the 14th on Saturday, so he might go along.  

And news that’s going around is that we are going to a place called Poliack in 
France. One of the boys got a letter from there, where some of the companies are. 
Gee, I can’t hardly wait anymore, but I suppose I’ll have to. 

Tomorrow is the Big Day again. Shoulder a gun and pass in review. Fred was on 
guard last Sunday night form 1-3, and he just got in fine to give the belt to the next 
man (lucky dog). And gee, it’s fine to go to bed about 3 o’clock and get up at 5 and 
drill for 2 hours, work all day, and find out you are on guard the next night from 1 -
3---just when you figure on rating a little sleep.  

Oh, it’s a great life. Well I’m going to bed a little early tonight so I’ll have to stop. 
 
                                                                            Your loving son, 

                                                                            A Ehrke  

                                                                           Company C 15th Regiment  

                                                                           Aviation Camp G.L.N.S. Ill.  
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Great Lakes Recruits practicing sailor’s knots circa 1918 
(NH 60983NTC—Courtesy of the Naval History and Heritage Command) 

 

Fred Eisemann and Arthur Ehrke (Family Photo) 
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                                                                                            September 4th, 1918 

 

Dear Mother,  

Say how is it that I don’t rate no mail? I didn’t get any letters from home for a long 
time. I got new stripes put on my blouse so I won’t get thrown out of line again. 
Well in about 2 weeks I’ll come home with my first-class rating because I think 
I’m S.O.L. (WWI slang for “shit out of luck”)  

They got the list of names made out for Company C and just where they are going, 
and fifteen fellows that have to stay here for Instructor—and I’m one of them. Gee, 
I’ve been arguing right along to get off, but I guess there’s no hope. But I’m going 
to try yet.  

Just watch them nail Fred for Instructor in the Blacksmith Shop. I could of come in 
today, but it was pretty rotten out here today—raining all day long. So I thought I 
wouldn’t come in. I’m coming in Saturday, and that will be my last time if I get off 
that Instructor list. 

I’m in the Blacksmith Shop this week. Gee, but that’s a dirty place—a fellow looks 
just like a coal miner when he gets home. Can you imagine me swinging a sledge 
all day long? That’s fine dope all right.  

But believe me when we hit the chow house, I sure do fill up. All hammocks 
washed snow-white and all lashed sea-bags all washed. Got to be hung close up 
against jack stove with the names on the outside and all in a line. Also floors are 
scrubbed and oiled and then polished. Just looks like a parlor. 
Then comes the inspection and if any sea-bag has a dirty spot on it or hammocks 
are dirty, or the floor is dirty, why the Company loses its Liberty—and that’s 
something nobody wants to lose. And you ought to see these guys work, and if 
some gob ain’t working, why we holler S.O.L. That means Save Our Liberty, and 
he will work then believe me. Well I’ll have to stop. We got to fall for muster in 10 



minutes. But don’t forget to write. 

                                                                              Art Ehrke  

                                                                         Company C 
                                                                         15th Regiment Aviation Camp  
                                                                         G.L.N.S., Ill.  

P.S. I’ll be home Saturday. 
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                                                                                    September 10,1918 

Dear Mother,  

Well I’m rated first-class Machinist mate and I’m surely glad of it, because I told 
you I’d make it, and now I did. There were only six men that got first-class in our 
Company and I was one of them. There were eighteen that failed, and the rest 
made second-class. So you see you had to know a little bit to make first-class.  

I’m still in Company 12 and expecting to leave any time now. Some of the men left 
already, and the rest are still standing by awaiting orders to shove off. The latest 
dope we got now is that all the first-class men from Company B and C are going to 
Philadelphia or to a foreign draft because they ain’t sending any more second class 
men over. A second-class man is only a replacement for a first-class man—and 
they got too many seconds over there now. So you see I’m pretty lucky.  
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Chapter Title  

We weren’t allowed to go out of our barracks this afternoon because all different 
orders were coming in right along, and the men weren’t around to receive them. 
So they put two guards at each door to keep the men in. But the draft didn’t come 
through yet, so I suppose we will get it tomorrow. There are two trains of Pullmans 
in the station, and I expect one is for us. I hope so anyway. 
 
Fred finishes up Saturday and then he will know what rating he gets. He might also 
get a first, but you can never tell. But as long as I got it I shouldn’t worry. Say 
mother, I would like very much if you would send me a pair of garters, will you? 
Mine are torn, and I can’t buy any here. Just put on Company 12, 15th Regiment, 
and I’ll get it. I’m on guard right now and it’s 9:30. I’m on from 9-11. 
 
Last night a C.P.O. came through the barracks about 12:30 and took all the names 
of the men that had sticks in their hammocks, and they were restricted of liberty 
for a month. Can you imagine that? I didn’t have any, so I was O.K. And the 
fellows that did have ain’t worrying because they know they are going to ship out 
pretty soon. 
 
Well, here’s hoping to hear from you soon, and also that I go across soon. 

                                                                                   Your loving son,  

                                                                              A Ehrke  

                                                                                   Co. 12, 15 Reg. Aviation Camp  

                                                                                    G.L. Ill.  
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Family photo of Della and Arthur 

                                                                                 September 12, 1918 

AE:  

Art, Mother did not get a letter from you, but Adelle did. Now I just want to tell 
you a few things, and please take it a little sisterly advice—because I know 
and you don’t. First, don’t set your heart on Adelle, because she is terribly fickle. I 
have absolute proof that she is writing 5 or 6 soldiers, etc., all this love stuff, and is 
in other words—boy crazy. Mr. Wright himself said that he saw her lie around the 
trucks with the soldiers when here, and I wouldn’t want my brother to fall in love. 
Now, I’m not saying you are because I don’t believe it, but even as much as be on 
intimate terms with a girl of that sort. She isn’t to be trusted any further than you 
can see her.  



At present she is wearing rings of a dozen other fellows and crows how much this 
one loves her, and that one. She is all right to have a good time with once in a 
while, but that’s enough. Stay your distance, and be careful what you write to her, 
because she keeps nothing to herself, and blabbers everything to the Zastrow girls, 
and in short the whole city of West Allis about what you wrote to her. She is only 
playing with you. The way she dolls up— why I was ashamed the other day on the 
streetcar to be seen with her—she had her lashes blackened so, and so much paint 
on, that everyone in the streetcar made re- marks—and she didn’t care a bit. Lord, 
a girl like that has a lot to learn. True, she has many good points too, but when it 
comes to loving fellows, she tells everyone the selfsame story, and just wants them 
to send her souvenirs etc., so she can blabber over W.A. what she got.  

— 46 —  

 

Now remember, Art, the truest friends you have are your folks and your sisters, 
and believe me I’ll stick to you to the last, and if any of these vampire girls want to 
stick their nose in your affairs, and crow about it to everybody, well I’m there to 
tell them where to get off at. If you want good girls you can get them—but please 
don’t get too intimate with such girls. It doesn’t pay. Why Mrs. Wichman was 
telling women at the Women’s Aid that Ma goes to, that Adella was writing to you 
and you to her, and perhaps you two would get together someday. Why ma said 
she didn’t know what to think or say. Why didn’t you write home? You had better 
cause you don’t how much your Mother is worrying about you, and what she 
did Sunday Night was only for your good, and Adella was no lady, and I have 
nothing to do with that sort. Art, I must close, and as this is Milwaukee Day at the 
States Fair I am going there this afternoon, and wish you were here to join us. 
Don’t forget to write Mother, and anything you want to know, or have, let me 
know at the office, cause I’ll do anything for you. 

I want to send you something for your birthday, so let us know your correct 
address, and Art, please remember this one thing—“Steer clear from girls who love 
every fellow” and have no self respect. You don’t know what they are, but we have 
some awful cases right here at the office of such girls,--and I know.  

                                                            With loads of love to you. I am as ever, 
                                                             Your sister Della 
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Note: When Arthur was transferred to Philadelphia, he kept a WWI health 
pamphlet named, An Appeal to Men from a Philadelphia urologist named Doctor 
Cauffman. If you would like to read his articles about Men’s Follies, Lost 
Manhood, and the Results of Secret Sin, go the appendix at the end of the book to 
read those articles and Cauffman’s advice about Love, Courtship and Marriage.  

WWI MM1 Machinist’s Mate First Class Insignia 
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                                                                                         September 13, 1918 

Dear Mother,  

Well how is everything coming along in West Allis? Say everyone listen, I’ve 
received my first-class rating and wear three stripes instead of two. There were 
only six men in our Company that received first—so you see I know 
a little bit anyway. 

Well I got some more news for you—maybe you won’t like it, but believe me I do. 
I’m in Camp Luce now—that’s the outgoing detention camp and a friend in our 
Company knows the Chief yeoman at headquarters and we went to find out when 
we shove off, and this is what we found out. We are on the draft Number 474, 
leaving Camp Luce Monday September 16th—a day before my birthday for a 
receiving ship at Philadelphia and then go across.  

Now what do you think of that? Sure is just the way I wanted it so I can’t come 
home no more until we beat them over there. Now this is absolutely the way it’s 
going. About twenty-five of our men went for aerial gunners, and they are going to 
Pensacola, Florida Monday, and about twenty are held for Instructors, and the rest 
are with us. So then I’ll spend the Winter across, and I’m going to take it all in too, 
believe me. 
 
In the barracks we are now in, there are only twenty-five men, and we eat and 
sleep in it too. I’m on the mess detail for this Company and we rate the best of 
grub now we are leaving. We had spaghetti, potato salad, pork chops, pickles, 
pears, wheat bread, butter, jam and coffee. 
I’ve got to hit the deck, excuse haste. 
 
                                                                                     Your loving son, 
 
                                                                                     A. Ehrke 
                                                                                     Co. 28, 17 Reg. 
                                                                                     Camp Luce, G.L. Ill. 
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                                                                                         September 17, 1918 

Dear Mother:  

I’m still at Camp Luce but I haven’t received any mail for about two weeks. Most 
all camps are quarantined now, and all the sick bays are filled. I ain’t sick yet, and 
don’t think I will either. I was supposed to be on my way now, but all the Eastern 
camps are quarantined, so I can’t leave yet. Newport in Virginia is the only camp 
that ain’t quarantined, but the aviator bunch don’t go there. Part of or Company has 
gone to Pensacola, Florida. They were aerial gunners. I could have been an aerial 
gunner, but I didn’t like it.  

We are wearing our blues—that’s the uniform of the day from last Monday on all 
through winter. It’s pretty cold up here. We are only a half a block from the lake. 
We all got another comfort kit from the Navy Relief Service today. There was a 
comb, toothbrush, buttons, soap, thread, clothes stops, needles, and safety pins, and 
a bag. Everyone gets them before he leaves the station. 
 
It’s certainly rotten in this camp now that all the other camps quarantined. A fellow 
can’t get a haircut or even buy any tobacco, and I’m sure in need of that. Say, what 
do you know about it--today is my birthday and I never thought of it at all. Well 
that is another year gone. Next year at this time I might be flying somewhere 
in France, eh? 
 
How is everyone feeling down home? Did any of you get sick? Gee you ought to 
see how it is up here—most everyone is sick. There were twelve that died between 
aviation camp and main camp. 
 
I wrote to Harvey some time ago but he didn’t answer. I don’t know if he got it or 
not, but maybe he is busy working I suppose and he ain’t got no time. 
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Chapter Two  

How was State Fair this year—same as always? I know I didn’t miss much there 
anyway. Only I wish the old influenza was over so we would shove off. Us mess 
cooks certainly have it soft up here. All we have to do is swab the floor, wash 
dishes, and clean up the kitchen, and also serve the chow. That takes about two and 
a half hours. Then we can do anything we want until 11:30 and the same thing in 
the afternoon. The mess cooks don’t rate no guard duty and no detail work and 
don’t have to answer muster. The rest of the boys have to guard at night and do 
detail work all day. Believe me I know a snap when I see one. I’ll have to close 
now, with best wishes.  

                                                                                          Your loving Son, 
                                                                              
                                                                                          Arthur Ehrke 
                                                                                          Co.28, 17th Reg. 
                                                                                          Camp Luce 
                                                                                          G.L. Ill. 
 

 

During the 1918 pandemic, the Navy erected “sneeze guards” around beds to curb 
transmission (NH 41871—Courtesy of the Naval History and Heritage Command)  



Chapter Two ends here. Henschel Haus will publish Arthur’s story by 6-1-23. You 
can reach them at www.HenschelHausBooks.com.  Thanks for taking to time to 
visit my website and meet Arthur Ehrke (1899-1919). 

 


