
“He kept us out of war” was President Wilson’s popular 

campaign slogan in the 1916 election and largely the senti-

ment of most American citizens, i.e., to stay out of what 

many thought of as a European conflict.  With the sinking 

of the Lusitania and 2 days thereafter the sinking of the 

Housatonic, both with many American lives lost, pressure 

was mounting for our country to reconsider its stance on 

staying out of World War I.  An apology from Germany 

for the sinking of the Lusitania and a change in that coun-

try’s unrestricted policy on attacking ships, further delayed 

making a decision to join forces with the United Kingdom. 

Finally, after remaining neutral for three years, the United 

States, provoked by Germany’s resumption of unrestricted 

U boat warfare on sea going vessels, officially entered the 

“Great War” on April 6, 1917. 

 

On May 18, 1917, President Wilson signed into law the 

Selective Service Act to fill the needs of the military to 

effectively engage the enemy.  Eastford answered the call 

to arms sending forth 19 men to serve our country.  Most 

would see action overseas with only one man, Clarence 

Dews returning home with injuries.  White Howlett and 

Andrew West were both victims of gassing, with Andrew 

spending 7 weeks in the hospital re-cooperating.  Thank-

fully, there were no casualties. 

 

World War I Stories of Notable Interest Involving Eastford 

Soldiers and Citizens 

 

Charles Barrington registered in Eastford on June 4, 1917 

as required by Congress.  Thereafter both Charles and his 

friend Edwin Lewis left Connecticut heading west on mo-

torcycles to visit Charles’ sister in California.  Another 

account of their travels tells us that both boys had an op-

portunity to work in the state of Washington.  Before leav-

ing, Charles failed to notify the local draft board of his 

new address.  On July 28th he 

was ordered by the local exemp-

tion board to report in Putnam 

for a physical exam.  When he 

failed to show up, the Hartford 

board notified the adjutant gen-

eral’s office in D.C. and a search 

began for his whereabouts. At 

the time, Charles was unaware 

that he had received notice to 

report back to Connecticut.  The 

boys eventually ran out of money 

and thought that their ticket back 

home would be to enlist in the 

army in California.  Both Edwin 

and Charles enlisted as aviators PFC Charles Barrington  
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on August 9th in San Francisco and were later transferred 

to Texas.  In the meantime the report notice traveled from 

Eastford to Washington, Oregon, Idaho, and Fort McDow-

ell, California and finally ended up in Fort Sam Houston, 

Texas where Charles received it.  Although he was in line 

for an officer’s commission and a $2,000 salary, Charles 

had no choice but to report back to the Putnam district.  

With him Charles brought the envelope showing the post-

marks of the various states it had been forwarded to.  

Without the postmarked envelope, Charles would have 

been considered a deserter.  After returning to Putnam, 

Charles was ordered to report to Camp Devens in Massa-

chusetts. 

 

Edwin Lewis did not suffer the same fate as Charles and 

completed his training in Texas eventually finding himself 

in harm’s way aboard the SS Tuscania. Edwin was a mem-

ber of the 100 AER squadron organized at Kelly Field, 

Texas.  After two months of basic training, the squadron 

was ordered to Mineola Field on Long Island for mainte-

nance instruction of the Curtiss JN-4, Jenny aircraft and 

the Liberty V-12 engines.  On January 20, 1918, the 

squadron received orders to report to Hoboken, New Jer-

sey and 3 days later boarded the SS Tuscania bound for 

Liverpool, England.  On February 5th, not far off the coast 

of Islay, an isle of Scotland, the Tuscania carrying the first 

transport of 2,013 United States soldiers was hit by a Ger-

man torpedo and sunk within four hours claiming 147 

American lives.  Not all of Tuscania’s passengers made it 

to the ship’s lifeboats.  With waters becoming treacherous 

and the ship badly listing, rescue attempts were compro-

mised causing many to end up in the icy waters of the Irish 

Sea.  Two destroyers in the British Royal Navy, the Pi-

geon and the Mosquito, picked up many of the men. At 

least two men shot themselves rather than perish in the 

sea.  The unfortunate ones that washed up on the shores of 

Islay were laid to rest there. Today only one body remains 

buried on the island of Islay.  After the war the others were 

repatriated to the United States or reinterred at the Brook-

wood Military Cemetery in Surrey, England.  On February 

12th Edwin’s name appeared on the survivor’s list, news 

that surprised his parents, as 

they were not aware their son 

was aboard the Tuscania. In a 

letter to his sister, Mrs. Susan 

Bowen, Edwin wrote, “We had 

a nice trip coming over until one 

night we were torpedoed which 

wasn’t so nice.  I got away on a 

submarine chaser and was taken 

to a small town where the peo-

ple treated us very well, even 

got up and gave us their beds to 

sleep in.  We were sent from one 

place to another picking up fel-

lows everywhere and I am now 

with my squadron”.  Edwin 

lived to be 102 years old and 

was the last remaining survivor 

of the sunken vessel. 

 

 
     PFC Edwin Lewis 

Camp Devens in Ayer, Mass 



Back in Connecticut, Charles Barrington was soon on his 

way to Camp Devens in Ayer, Massachusetts where draft-

ees from the New England area trained to become soldiers.  

Camp Devens was one of 32 hastily constructed camps 

across the country.  It would become their home until em-

barkation to Europe or other facilities within the States.  

Camp Devens was more than just a field full of pitched 

tents.  Remarkably constructed in just two months, it was 

the first camp completed in the country. Here you could 

find everything imaginable to support 

40,000 men: 199 company barracks, head-

quarter buildings, 300 lavatories, store-

houses, 15 medical facilities including a 

hospital, a refrigerating plant, post office, 

bakery, fire stations, stables, and religious 

and recreational buildings.  Upon arrival 

the men were met by an officer or group 

of officers, then led to seven wooden 

booths, each one bearing a sign designat-

ing the six New England states and one for 

the state of New York.   Here they would 

receive their unit assignment.  Once regis-

tered, the men were measured for uni-

forms and received a routine medical 

checkup to ensure fitness for duty.  Sur-

prisingly, not all draftees were in tip-top 

shape, and one, being in such a bad way, 

was sent home on the next train out. The 

poor physical condition of the recruits soon became a 

source of irritation to the camp doctors.  Under the impres-

sion that the army was desperate for men, recruitment doc-

tors assumed that work would be found for everyone re-

gardless of their state of health.  Education and personal 

history questions were recorded to determine suitable 

placement within the army.  A more thorough physical 

examination was given, uniforms issued and finally chow 

was served.  At day’s end, the new recruit’s first order was 

to “write home”.  The following day it was announced in 

camp that men from the same localities would be placed in 

the same outfits, news that was welcomed not only by the 

soldiers, but also by their parents at home.  Connecticut 

boys were assigned to 304th Infantry and Batteries D, E 

and F of the 302nd Field Artillery, 301st Trench Mortar 

Battery and 301st, 303rd Machine Gun Battalion, 2nd and 

3rd Battalions, 151st Depot Brigade.  Soon training started 

with callisthenic exercises followed by marching in pla-

toons and squads. Bayonet fighting, infantry drill, target 

practice, rifle care and rifle instruction were some of the 

basics taught.  Much to the surprise of many, singing les-

sons began.  Considered a morale builder, the army be-

lieved that “a singing army is a fighting army”.  Schools 

were started to train the men in such areas as veterinary 

medicine and the care of horses since horses were vital to 

the war effort.  In time the men “fought” mock battles in 

trench warfare. Charles fought in the trenches of France, 

survived and returned home to Eastford. 

Correspondence survives from two other Eastford men 

who served in the war, Lt. Oliver Latham and Merrill 

Keith. 

 

At the start of the war, Oliver Latham was a sergeant of 

the Thirteenth company, C.A.C. of Danielson and spent 

several months at Fort Wright.  He decided to attend Offi-

cer’s Training school at Fort Monroe in Virginia.  Finding 

the course work difficult, he started to question his deci-

sion to pursue officer’s training.  In a 

letter to his wife he wrote, “I have a 

moment so I will spend it writing to my 

sweetheart.  The work is something ter-

rible here.  I never in my life saw the 

like of it.  This camp is the hardest they 

have had, for instance the seacoast 

mortar course has been shortened from 

four weeks to seven days other courses 

in proportion.  One of the officer in-

structors told us yesterday that he pit-

ied us.  He had reason to too.  I don’t 

know whether I can stick it out or not 

but I’ll do my best and if I fail, why I’ll 

be just fully satisfied though, of course, 

disappointed somewhat mainly for your 

sake”.  Added to the grueling course 

work, Oliver had to endure the semi-

tropical climate of Virginia.  He wrote, 

“I thought I knew what hot weather was but I find I know 

nothing about it.  I’ve persisted until I am so weak I can 

hardly raise ambition to move my hands. It has been 

around 100 here today and I had to take gas drill with gas 

masks on.  Gases included chlorine, which could prove 

fatal.  We are given a warning and have to put on our gas 

masks in 6 seconds.  I have a sore throat but no other ill 

effects.  If this keeps on, we will all melt away.  I am all 

fluid as it is now.  My eyes smart and burn so from the gas 

and perspiration that I can hardly see to what I am writ-

ing.”  Oliver’s perseverance and hard work paid off in the 

end leading to a commission as a 2nd Lieutenant of artil-

lery.  He was assigned to one of the fortifications at New-

port, Rhode Island.  Oliver would never see the shores of 

France as the war came to an end shortly before his trans-

port was ready to embark. 

 

Merrill Keith was a private first class in Company D of the 

56th regiment. He shipped out on the USS Olympic leaving 

from New York on March 28 and arrived on April 4, 1918 

in Brest, France. “We had no special excitement going 

over,” noted Merrill in his diary.  “The gun crews prac-

ticed and we were all on deck for a practice abandon ship 

call”.  Arriving in Brest, France on April 4th, the men were 

stationed in an old Napoleon Barrack.  Tired and dirty 

from the trip, the men finally had some time to rest and 

wash up as there were no drills.  On the third day the 

troops left the Pontanezen Barracks and marched to the 

2nd Lieut. Oliver Latham 



railroad.  For 2 days and nights 

they traveled in boxcars. Merrill 

writes, “On the outside was 

labeled men 40 horses 8. There 

was a little straw on bottom and 

a crude bench running thru the 

middle and another one on each 

side.  How 40 men could be 

seated in there is more than we 

ever found out, there were al-

ways a few standing up.  I be-

lieve they gave us something to 

eat 3 different times.  At a few 

of the larger places like Le 

Mans there were Red Cross 

nurses who gave us hot coffee, 

very strong but it was French 

coffee, very strong and very black.  I took one sip and 

could drink no more”.  Arriving next in Clermont-Ferrand 

the men were quartered in an old riding hall in Gribeauval 

Barracks.  For almost 10 days the men were under quaran-

tine for mumps and when lifted, the men were given 

passes for a night out on the town.  “We had our best time 

in France while there.  As we were the first number of 

Yanks to be there we had everything our own way”.  They 

tasted French wine and managed to somehow talk with the 

French girls.  Merrill claimed that, “A Yank that could 

parlez was the one you tried to be friendly with”.  Here 

Merrill’s diary stops, as they would soon leave for the 

front lines.  Leaving Clermont-Ferrand, the men hiked 8.5 

kilometers to Lempdes.  The following days, most of the 

men were busy with drill practice and packing of all equip-

ment and supplies while others were busy camouflaging 

the guns in preparation for the day they would engage the 

enemy.  On July 31st the men traveled back via motor 

transport to Clermont-Ferrand to board the “side door 

Pullmans” heading towards La Ferte-Sous-Jouarre and 

from there the troops motored to Charley sur Marne, 

Aisne.  On August 16, at a location near Lhuys, France, 

Battery D was about to experience the reality of war.  For 

the first time they were under shell fire and gas attacks and 

experienced the loss of friends and officers.  Adding to the 

soldiers’ misery, mud and rain were constant themes 

throughout this war making it difficult to move equipment 

and trucks.  On a break from fighting, Merrill writes to his 

mother telling her “I have been at the gun steady for 36 

hours with meals grabbed between times”.  Approaching 

the former front line, he wrote, “We are just a little bit 

ahead of the old first line trenches of the Germans and it is 

very plain they expected to stay here all winter. They have 

a line of trenches with dugouts that go down from 30 to 40 

feet, all boarded up with two entrances.  It is a system of 

channels, not one room”.  The “YMCA” provided the men 

some relief from the toils of war sending the men, “a cake 

of chocolate, a package of Lucky Strikes, plug of chewing 

gum and a package of cookies”.  Battery D would go on to 

fight in the Meuse-Argonne campaign, the bloodiest and 

last major offensive of the war.  Its objective was to take 

the town of Sedan, a major railroad hub, by cutting off 

support to the Germans.  On November 11, with pistols 

shooting red, green, blue and white lights and men cheer-

ing and yelling, the Armistice was signed at 5:40 a.m. and 

all troops were ordered to cease firing at 11:00 a.m. 

 

Back at home, Eastford residents 

pitched in to help in the war effort.  

In recognition for their hard work 

in gardening and canning, the Na-

tional War Garden Commission 

sent many window hangers for war 

gardeners in town.  An auxiliary 

branch of the Red Cross was 

formed to make comfort bags and 

pillows, handkerchiefs and shirts 

for the soldiers. Mrs. Jennie Tatem, 

Lillian Keith and Lida Glen served 

as officers of the newly formed 

Eastford Auxiliary.  All Eastford schools observed half 

day sessions later on in the school year to allow students 

time to reflect on the war and to continue their war work 

efforts.  George F. Fox, a veteran of the Civil war offered 

his services and said, “I served all through the war with 

Massachusetts companies, playing the snare drum.  I have 

the same drum today that I used in drumming recruits to-

gether in 1861.  Now, if my services are needed, I am 

ready whenever I am wanted.  Both the drum and the 

drummer are in good shape as they were in 1860, better in 

fact, for both are seasoned”. 

 

Years after the last shot was fired, the need for U.S. men 

to fight in this war is still debated.  Whether or not it was 

necessary to send our men into battle, most did so coura-

geously and selflessly.  Some from Eastford did not wait 

to be drafted but enlisted of their own accord.  Those at 

home raised money for the cause often surpassing their 

quotas, and sometimes did without to support the war ef-

fort.  World War 1 was touted as the “war to end all wars”.  

Little did anyone at the time 

imagine that this war would 

be the precursor to another 

war, larger in scope, envel-

oping many more nations, 

and at its heart, a quest for 

world domination and a sys-

tematic elimination of races 

of people deemed inferior.  

Veterans of the Great War 

would soon be waving their 

goodbyes at train stations 

across the country as they 

watched their sons go “off to 

war”. 

PFC Merrill  Keith 


