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I Have Been To Hell

Wilbur D. Wright 
West Chester, IA 

 
113th “Red Horse” Calvary Group 

Europe 

The following memories were shared by Wilbur’s 
wife Wilma and son Joe Wright on 22 August 2014.

Joe: Here in the states they were guarding 
railroad bridges in west Texas right after the war 
started. He talked about shooting their Thompson 
submachine guns until the barrels were smoking 
hot just for fun. When they were out on maneuvers 
in snake country, they had some chemical they 
poured out on the ground that kept the snakes, 
bugs, and every other critter from crossing it. Dad 
said somebody in the group guarding a bridge 
captured two frogmen saboteurs. 

Wilma: Wilbur didn’t talk that much about 
the war. There were just little things he would say 
along the way. I started hearing more things after 
50 years went by but that was cut short by his death 
in 1997. He told about one time they were being 
strafed by a German plane and Wilbur said Bill 
Longer just froze, standing out on a street or where 
ever it was. Wilbur ran out and pulled him to 
cover. Bill was killed later in the war. 

Another story he told was about a young soldier 
standing out in an intersection directing the 
traffic of retreating troops. This might have been 
during the Battle of the Bulge. I remember Wilbur 
waking up in the middle of night long after the 
war, wondering if that young fellow ever got picked 
up. He woke up still concerned about this fellow, 
worried whether or not the last American troops 
going through would know to take him with them. 

Another night he woke up from a different dream. 
In this one, the Germans had bombed his farm 
corn elevator.

Joe: There was one time during the Bulge Dad’s 
outfit got over run and surrounded. Somehow, they 
slipped back through and got out. Dad cooked food 
and served meals twice a day. At night, meals were 
taken out to soldiers in foxholes after the line was 
re-established.

Wilma: Ralph Tease was with Wilbur all the 
way through. He’d attend the Red Horse reunions. 
He wrote a letter to us after Wilbur passed away. 
I don’t know where the letter is now. He wrote 
that he and Wilbur sat back to back covering the 
entry or gateway on the bluffs overlooking Omaha 
Beach on the first night of D-Day. There were some 
other guys in the Red Horse that were supposed to 
join the outfit during the night but refused to go 
through that “gateway” because they knew Wilbur 
was up there with a gun.

Comment: Joe, I think your exact words when 
telling me this story years ago, was, “Guys were 
afraid to go up there that first night because they 
were scared Wright would shoot them.”

Wilma: I recall Wilbur saying that they could 
hear German’s talking in the darkness around 
them the first night. Another time, a little later, 
they heard a moan. Upon investigating, the found 
a cow standing in the ditch. Somebody walked up 
and touched the cow and it fell over dead. They 
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would all laugh at that story when it was retold at 
the reunions. 

Joe: Dad also talked about seeing dead cows 
hanging in the trees after D-Day. They had been 
standing in a pasture and blown up into the trees. 
I know that some days when they were advancing, 
they got unofficial orders to take no prisoners 
because prisoners slowed them down. 

Wilma: King (Edwards) and Wilbur had earlier, 
right after the landing, driven the kitchen 6X6 
truck pulling a trailer or pup beyond where they 
were supposed to. It was impossible to turn around 
in the narrow, sunken road with the trailer so the 
two of them unhooked it….

Joe: They drove down the road too far and 
realized they were by themselves. They unhooked 
the pup and turned the truck around and then the 
two of them man handle the pup to turn it around 
and re-hook it. Normally, it took six or eight guys 
to move the pup around.  

Wilma: Raymond Edwards was called King 
Edwards or just King for short. There was another 
guy from Maryland nicknamed “Froggie”’ and 
I never did hear his real name. The Red Horse 
was billeted at Lady Smythe’s Estate (in Bristol, 
England). Wilbur was asked if he wanted the job 
as a cook while they were in England awaiting the 
D-Day landings. Wilbur declined, saying “No, 
I don’t think so.” Then he was told that he had 
already been made the cook. Wilbur had no choice 
in the matter. We’ve often wondered why they 
choose him. He replaced an old guy who fell ill. I 
don’t know if it the illness was mental or physical. 
Plus, they had a guy that started fires in the kitchen 
truck. I don’t know if it was that guy or not. 

Joe: No, that happened when they were over in 
Europe. Some guy in the kitchen crew set the truck 
or something on fire and they got shelled then by 
the Germans who could see the smoke or fire. Dad 
said he didn’t know why they weren’t blown up 
from the artillery. The guy did it twice and Dad 
told his superior that guy wasn’t competent enough 
and to get him out of there or he would get them 
all killed. Dad was promoted to the rank of staff 
sergeant when they made him the cook.

Wilma: General Omar Bradly approached 
Wilbur in England right before the invasion and 
asked him to carry his personal battle flag in on 

the D-Day landing. I do not know why he picked 
Wilbur. Bradley told him that someday, I or my 
aide will come and get it. And they did.

Joe: Dad had that flag wrapped in the top bow 
or hoop that supported the canvass on the 6X6 
kitchen truck. He talked about going through St. 
Mere Eglise and St. Lo, which was ablaze, and why 
the canvas on the truck didn’t catch fire, he didn’t 
know. 

Question: Wilbur once told me he was acting 
Sergeant of the Guard when Bradley was holding 
a press conference. Bradley became upset by the 
nature of questions the press corps was asking 
and he turned to Wilbur, saying, “Sergeant, 
have your men fix bayonets and get these people 
out of here” or something to that effect. Was 
that during the Bulge? Bradley caught a lot of 
criticism over that. Have you heard that story 
before?

Joe: Yes, but I don’t know any more than you just 
said. Dad said the press guys would get in with the 
soldiers and go out with them and not come back. 
These press guys were where they shouldn’t be 
and for whatever reason, when the next meal was 
served, they wouldn’t be there. 

Wilma: Wilbur’s group saw Buchenwald and 
they were among the first to meet the Russians. 
Wilbur always said, “The Russian bear is mighty!”

Joe: When they met the Russians, all the support 
people behind the frontline soldiers were women 
and they had horse drawn equipment. Dad said the 
Russians had a mass of people behind the frontline 
troops so it didn’t matter to them if a bunch got 
slaughter fighting.

Wilma: Sometimes Wilbur would have to drive, 
with somebody accompanying him, back 100 
miles at night to pick up supplies. They hardly had 
any light (blackout conditions) to drive by and he 
remembered that quite well.

Joe: The first time Dad drove back to Omaha 
Beach, bulldozers were digging trenches in the 
beach to bury all the bodies. Later on, they were re-
interred in the official cemetery on the bluff. Dad 
would talk about driving at night and stopping 
to plant his knife in the road bed to listen to the 
vibrations to determine which tank, American or 
German, was driving down the road. When they 
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left for supplies during the Bulge, they never knew 
if their route was secure. 

Question: Did he ever run into any Panzers?
He talked about how massive the Tiger tanks 

were and that we couldn’t stop them and how we 
didn’t have anything that could match a Tiger 
tank. It is my understanding that Dad’s group was 
on a hillside watching a German armored column 
trying to get to an American fuel supply depot 
when we got them stopped. 

Question: Did Wilbur ever talk about the buzz 
bombs coming in?

Joe: Yes…one time they were able to go up and 
view one that landed close to them in England but 
didn’t explode. They were stationed close to an 
airfield in England and every once in a while an 
airplane would over shoot the end of the runway 
and a detail of the Red Horse would go over drag it 
back onto the air strip.

Wilma: I had a hard time over the years 
trying to make sense of everything the different 
guys at the reunion were saying because their 
stories conflicted. It worried me. Finally, I asked 
somebody and they told me that the group wasn’t 
all together all of the time.

Comment: We ran into that, too, in talking to 
some of them. During the Normandy landings, 
for instance, they went in different groups over a 
three to four day period. 

Wilma: Wilbur always said he went in on D-Day, 
five minutes after the first wave.

Comment: I remember Wilbur talking about 
after seeing the mid ’60s movie, The Longest Day. 
He said the beach was a lot longer than depicted 
in the movie, more like a quarter mile in length 
and it was covered in bodies. Of course, he 
landed at low tide. Wilbur always said that he was 
sure glad he didn’t go in on the first wave.

Joe: Dad rode in with King Edwards who was 
driving the kitchen truck. King stopped when 
they reached the beach because it was littered by 
American bodies and asked, “What do I do?” and 
Dad said, “You drive right over them.” I am not 
sure of the exact wording.

They crossed the English Channel on an LST. Off 
shore probably three to five miles, they loaded the 
trucks onto Rhino barges and went to the beach. 
Dad said when they were going in a shell hit the 

Rhino barge beside them and sunk it. They pulled 
some of the survivors onto their barge. I don’t if 
this happened while they were on the LST or the 
Rhino barge, but they saw all these life jackets 
floating out from the beach. They wondered why 
life jackets were being thrown away. Somebody 
hooked them and there was a dead soldier under 
every life jacket. I think the guys on the Rhino 
barges all wore life jackets called a Mae West. 
When the barge got close the beach, the first 
vehicle that drove off disappeared like a rock into 
deep water. I don’t know if it was a Jeep or truck or 
what it was. They rescued those guys and backed 
the barge up and pulled in again and it was Dad 
and King’s turn to drive off into the water. Dad 
said the water came up to King’s neck in a 6x6 and 
he told King, “Drive her in.”

Wilma: I had heard that story enough to finally 
ask Wilbur how high the water was on him since 
King was a tall man and Wilbur was short. Wilbur 
said he was up on top manning a .50 caliber 
machine gun turret.

Joe: Dad was color blind, but it enabled him 
to easily pick out German camouflage. He said it 
stuck out like a sore thumb. I do not know if the 
Army ever utilized that fact in the tactical sense.

Question: Didn’t Wilbur cook food for some 
pretty important people?

Wilma: Wilbur made a sandwich for General 
Eisenhower. Sometimes they would set up their 
kitchen in a building. One time they were busy 
cleaning up a room, pushing the dirt and debris 
around, and General Eisenhower and his staff 
unexpectedly walked in. They all stood at attention 
and saluted and the General said, “As you were.” 
Wilbur asked if he could make Eisenhower a 
sandwich and Ike said, “Okay.” Wilbur said he just 
wanted to be able to say that he had made General 
Eisenhower a sandwich during the war. 

Wilbur said soldiers would come in at night to 
the kitchen truck looking for food and take it to 
the front. He said that several times. Sometimes 
when they were on the move, they cooked a meal 
three times before they could get it to the guys on 
the front. Wilbur did not take out the food and 
deliver it. The frontline troops sent somebody back 
to get it.
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Question: What type of fuel did they cook with?
Joe: They always referred to it a gas, which I 

understood to be gasoline. I could never figure how 
you could safely cook with gasoline but that might 
explain the fires they had. I’ve also heard it was 
white gas, like what is used in the Coleman lanterns. 

When they were getting over run during the 
Bulge, they’d be told to dump the food and get out. 
Don Bealer worked in the kitchen at least during 
some of the war. He’d boil water in 30 gallon 
garbage cans to make coffee.

Wilma: Carl Schmidt from Keota was in the 
kitchen with Wilbur and of course Raymond (King) 
Edwards was the driver.

Question: Did Wilbur ever talk about 
Buchenwald?

Wilma: The big thing I remember was him 
telling about the sign at the main gate which said 
something like, “You enter through this gate, but 
you leave through the chimney”. Wilbur was paid 
$21 a month when he joined the Army. The first 
thing he did was buy a camera. Wilbur had that 
camera with him at Buchenwald and took pictures, 
but he didn’t talk a lot about Buchenwald.

religious but he said he believed in hell, because he 
had been there.

Wilma: Sometimes the German prisoners were 
brought back to where the kitchen was set up. The 
prisoners were sometimes so hungry they couldn’t 
handle regular food. Wilbur said they found out 
that peaches and bread worked the best in those 
cases. 

Joe: He talked about the same thing with the 
American pilots that had gone down behind enemy 
lines and our guys would come across them hiding 
out in the forests. They hadn’t been eating much of 
anything. 

Joe: Dad said you could smell the camp for miles 
away. The local German citizens claimed they didn’t 
know anything about the concentration camp. I 
could never understand the Germans erecting that 
obelisk or monument at the entrance of Buchenwald 
noting the number killed there. There’s a photo of 
a wooden scaffolding with a horizontal cross beam 
with imbedded “J” hooks. The Germans would hang 
prisoners by the jaw bone until they died. It was sort 
of a crucifixion. I believe he said there were bodies 
hanging there when they arrived. Dad wasn’t overly 

Prisoner and barracks at Buchenwald Camp. Photo by 
Wilbur Wright.

Obelisk at the entrance of Buchenwald, 
indicating that 51,000 prisoners had 
been burned in the furnaces there. 
Photo by Wilbur Wright.

Meat hooks at Buchenwald. Prisoners were hung with the 
hook through their jaw, under the chin, to see how long they 
could live that way. Photo by Wilbur Wright.
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Wilma: There were Germans coming in dressed 
in American uniforms and going through the food 
line. Wilbur could always pick them out. I don’t 
know when during the war some of these things 
happened.

Comment: Wilbur told me the same thing, 
only adding that military intelligence had asked 
him specifically to watch for Germans sneaking 
through the chow line. 

Joe: Your dad (Kenneth Cuddeback) told me a 
story about them giving German prisoners hard 
tack biscuits to eat. (Note: This biscuit came in the 
K ration and was so hard, most GIs discarded it.) 
Someone with who could understand the German 
language over heard the prisoners saying, “If the 
Americans are living on this, we’re going to lose 
the war’.

Dad also spoke of German civilians rummaging 
through the garbage bin. Some of the soldiers 
would mix coffee grounds with what food they 
didn’t eat. Dad said he put a stop to that because 
‘those kids were starving’.

They also captured some German Army supplies 
one time and went to use the coffee and discovered 
it was half saw dust.

Comment: My dad said whatever the Germans 
were eating at the end of the war caused their 
bodies to turn a green color when they died. He 
also said you often could smell the lives ones 
before seeing them.

Wilma: A number of wounded American 
soldiers were also brought back by the medics to 
where the kitchen truck was. Wilbur’s crew would 
do what they could for them before the ambulances 
picked them up. One time Wilbur told me he had a 
lot guys die in his arms.

One of the funny stories told happened while 
they were still in the States. They had an all-day 
march and they put rocks in Merle Teisinger’s 
backpack. They were being ornery. Merle was 
kind of miffed at the time, but they were all good 
friends. Merle’s brother, Wayne Teisinger was 
killed in Europe.

We have a photo of a general pinning a Bronze 
Star on Wilbur. I don’t know what specific thing he 
did to be awarded the Bronze Star. Wilbur told me 

the general said, ‘You are the only mess sergeant I 
ever pinned one of these on’.

Joe: I think it was General Hodges, the 
commander of the U.S. First Army, that pinned 
the medal on. The only thing Dad told me when I 
asked him, was that it was duty above and beyond 
the call of duty. Pete Wright, who has passed away, 
said he knew what it was for. But that’s all I know.

Wilma: Wilbur was seven years older than me. 
Our families were farm neighbors. I wrote Wilbur 
during the war because everybody said we should 
write letters to the neighbor boys serving overseas. 
He had painted ‘Billy’ on the side of his kitchen 
truck. My folks called me Billy a lot. Wilbur 
already had ideas I didn’t know about. 

Joe: Dad was only a couple of blocks away when 
Patton was killed in the Jeep accident after the war. 
He and some others ran down to the scene of the 
wreck.

Wilma: I think Charles Bell joined the 113th 
fairly late, when were already in Europe. After 
the war he was all over Europe transporting 
high ranking German officers around to be 
interrogated. Charles lives down in Missouri and 
still comes to the reunions most years. 

Charlie Snyder (the future sheriff of Washington 
County) left the Red Horse and became an MP 
while they were still stationed in England. We 
stopped one time to visit Fred Mollenhour on our 
way to Denver, Iowa to see the Teisinger’s after the 
war. Wilbur said the last time he had seen Fred, he 
had an eye hanging down on his cheek. 

I don’t know how Wilbur made it through 
everything.

Wilbur’s kitchen truck he named “Billie”, after Miss Wilma 
Kleese.


