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T h e  L e t t e r

S outhern Indiana in August is hot and so dry 

that the ground is usually cracked by that 

time of the year. But when you grow up living and 

working on a farm, you get used to the hot sum-

mers.

   The Engle farm consisted of forty acres of de-

cent land in Starlight, Indiana. Most of it was flat 

with a plateau that the house was situated on. It 

had been in the family for nearly 100 years by the 

time 1944 rolled around, and who knows how long 

it had been worked prior to the Engles’ ownership. 

The Engles, Gesenheus, Books, Freibergers were 

all family names well known in the community 

and among the first of French/German ancestry to 

settle and make homes in the hilly high ground of 

this part of Indiana. Most of these families immi-

grated to America in the early to mid-1800’s.  

   Melvin was the fifth of eight children, five girls 

and three boys. Born on January 21, he was just 

nineteen years old in August of 1944. A hard-

working farm boy, he was the middle son. He was 

educated through the eighth grade, but he had 
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to leave school, as many young farm boys of that 

era did, in order to work the farm and support the 

family. Day in 

and day out, 

he shouldered 

responsibili-

ties that not 

only made 

him physi-

cally strong 

but also gave 

him strength 

of character.

   Monday, Au-

gust 7, 1944, the mail truck motored up and down 

the gravel country roads in Starlight, its engine 

straining as it ground its way up the rolling hills. 

Easing as it topped each peak, it coasted down the 

other side past the tall steeple of St. Mary’s Cath-

olic Church. Passing over the small creeks on the 

narrow one-lane bridges, it stopped only periodi-

cally to deliver mail that came not regularly, but 

only when enough had built up to justify a “mail 

run.” This was a rural farm area. Lots of corn. 

Lots of potatoes. Not many people.

    Monday was the day that “special” mail was re-

quired to be delivered, whether there was enough 

mail for a “run” or not.  It was war time, after all, 

and sacrifices had to be made of everyone, even 
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the local mailman. Immense sacrifices were re-

quired of the Starlight farm community, where 

there was a disproportionate number of young 

men. Families relied on having sons like Melvin 

and his brothers, who could help work the farm 

and support the family.

   This Monday brought with it a life-changing 

event, the kind that was becoming all-too familiar 

in the community. This day the mail truck turned 

right, onto Emmons Lane from St. Mary’s road. 

The lane was really nothing more than a glorified 

dusty wagon road that followed a winding creek at 

the base of a hill bordering the back of the Engle 

farm. It also bordered the Gesenheus farm, which 

bordered the Book farm and so on.

   Melvin was working in the cornfield behind the 

huge barn built of heavy oak timbers hewn from 

this very land long before he had been born. The 

field sat low on the acreage. The yellow two-story 

farmhouse, out buildings, and that big ‘ole friend-

ly-looking barn sat atop a plateau overlooking 

the lower twenty acres. The small creek that Em-

mons Lane followed flowed along just beyond the 

“lower twenty.” Just on the other side of the creek 

bank, the Knobs rose up like small mountains, 

fully choked with thick tree coverage to the very 

top and beyond. Good squirrel hunting in these 

woods. All of this was easily seen from the farm 

house and barn and gave the impression that the 
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lower field was sitting slightly in a bowl with the 

near side sloping down steeply just behind the 

barn. 

   Melvin’s younger brother, Bob, was in the yard 

tending to 

the chickens 

as he noticed 

a dust cloud 

at a distance 

well beyond 

the Gesen-

heus farm. 

Small at first 

and low on 

the horizon, 

the cloud began to grow closer and climb higher 

into the sky.  Soon he could make out the distinct 

shape of the mail truck as it passed the Gesen-

heus farm and headed up Emmons Lane to the top 

of the dusty Engle drive.

   For a young twelve-year -old country boy, receiv-

ing mail was both unusual and exciting.  Little 
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brother Bob set down the chicken feed bucket and 

began walking the 150 yards up the drive barely 

covered with a thin layer of multi-colored creek 

rock. His anticipation getting the better of him 

as the truck drew closer, he broke into a trot in 

an attempt to meet it. Every twenty yards or so, 

he had to hurdle the mounded rainwater divert-

ers built up of clay and more creek rock. Without 

these diverters, the gentle slope of the drive would 

cause the rainwater to cascade down the drive. If 

allowed to pick up speed and enough momentum 

as it flowed, the creek rock would all be washed 

to the sides into the drainage ditch, or worse yet, 

into the yard next to the farm house.

  As brother Bob topped the drive and entered the 

road, he discovered he was too late. The truck had 

made its delivery seconds before and moved on, 

leaving little more to testify to its visit than a thin 

cloud kicked up by the large tires. And, one single 

envelope.

   Bob had seen an envelope similar to this one. 

Light brown in color, it had an interesting little 

window cut into the front to reveal the name and 

address of the recipient. He’d seen one like this 

a couple of years before, and he wasn’t sure he 

liked seeing another one. The last one had come 

addressed to Wilfred, his older brother whom they 

all called “Bud.” Bob knew that two years previ-

ously when Bud received his brown envelope, he’d 
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had to leave the farm a short time later.  He went 

to someplace called Europe. Although he wasn’t 

exactly sure where it was on a map, or really why 

his big brother had to go there, he knew it wasn’t 

a good place. Bud had left his letter lying on the 

washstand tucked just inside the door leading to 

the outside from the kitchen. When his mother 

Francis picked up the letter and read it, tears 

came to her eyes. She was a strong, proud country 

woman, and Bob had never before seen anything 

affect her in this way even though she’d seen her 

share of hard times. 

   Now, here was another letter. This time the 

name peering through the little open window said 

Melvin Charles Engle, his only other brother.

   Young Bob carefully slid the brown envelope 

into the front chest pocket of his ill-fitting, worn 

cover -alls. He was in no hurry to take this letter 

to his brother. He sauntered back down the drive 

kicking at the larger creek rocks sending them 

flying off the drive and into the drainage ditch. 

Sometimes they would fly up and over the diverter 

mounds, catapulting them several feet into the air. 

He stopped to investigate the small crab apple tree 

off to his right half way back down the driveway.

   Unable to stall any longer, he walked directly 

towards the barn, taking the horse-and-wagon 

path around the right side. 

   The path meandered away from the barn down 
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the slope turning left and emptying onto the low-

er cornfield where Melvin still was working. Bob 

made his way through the corn, taller than he was 

at this time of the summer. When he reached Mel-

vin, he wordlessly pulled the envelope slowly out 

of his chest pocket and handed it to him. 

   On Wednesday, September 6, 1944, Melvin 

would be inducted into the United States Army.  

As dif ficult as it would be to leave the farm, the 

hardest part would be to show this letter to his 

mother.

   This probably all sounds a bit dramatic to the 

reader. It was intentional. Many times the seem-

ingly unimportant moments surrounding an im-

portant event are the ones most easily forgotten.

  What we do know is that Melvin was, in fact, in-

ducted on Wednesday, September 6, 1944, at Fort 

Benjamin Harrison in Indianapolis, Indiana.

   From there he was sent to Ft. Knox, Kentucky, 

for basic training, including training as a large-

equipment/tank driver.

   At about the time the Battle of the Bulge, or 

Ardennes Offensive as it is also known, began 

(Christmas 1944) in Belgium, Melvin was sent 

back home to Starlight for a ten-day leave. He 

knew that after his leave ended, he’d almost im-

mediately be sent to Camp Shanks, New York, for 

additional battle training and then shipped for 
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duty in the European Theater to replace the re-

cent heavy Allied casualties suffered at Bastogne, 

Belgium.
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