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SGT CHARLIE SCHLENKE, TANK MECHANIC 
 
Charles B. Schlenke was born and raised on a farm on Highway C in St. Peters MO.  
Sue his daughter recalled, “Charlie wanted to join the Navy but for some reason, 
he couldn’t.”  Instead, Charlie joined the army on 10-DEC 1942.  Charlie had two 
brothers and they were all in the Army at the same time.  Charlie’s wife Laverne 
says, “it was really hard for Charles’ mother.  He had two older brothers that served, 
but Charles was the youngest.”  Charlie was drafted and the first to enter the 
service.  Charlie’s mom and dad talked about, three times they had to take a son to 
the train station and into the service.   
 
The Greatest Generation 

Charlie would serve in the 8th Armored 
Division, 80th Tank Battalion, Company D.  
The 8th Armor was nicknamed the 
Thundering Herd.  He was a T4 (Sergeant) 
tank mechanic.  Charlie’s daughter Sue 
recalled, “Charlie landed a couple of months 
after D-Day.  It was about October.  It was 
months later but they had to snake through 
the sunk ships, and everything was blown to 
pieces.”   

 
Sue recalled, “Dad was older than most of the guys he served with.  He was 23 and 
most of them were 18.  He felt like a dad to them.”  Sue continued, “Charlie fought 
at the Battle of the Bulge where he suffered severe frost bite to his feet.  He took a 
pair of six buckle boots with him – I don’t think he was supposed to – and he froze 
his feet.  They were going to amputate his feet.  He refused to come off the line for 
treatment.  He was supposed to leave his unit and go back to the hospital.  Charlie 
told them, I’m not leaving my company.  A doctor asked, how are you going to 
walk?  Charlie wrapped his feet in blankets and that’s how he fought.  His feet were 
black and the skin came off. He took blankets and cut them into strips and was able 
to get those six buckle boots on.  Dad would suffer from the effects of the frost 
bite, his entire life.  That’s why he qualified for 100% disability later in life.  Dad 
didn’t apply and get his disability until he was in his eighties.  Sue said, dad would 
never do it (apply) because people went through so much worse than he did. 
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Like many veterans of the Battle of the Bulge, Charlie never forgot the cold at 
Bastogne.  Many veterans of the 
Battle employ their own standard 
of measure of how cold it can get 
comparing it to Bastogne.  
American troops had very little (if 
any) winter gear.  Many Bastogne 
veterans remark, “it’s not as cold 
as Bastogne!”  As the battle raged, 
blizzards and freezing rain often 
reduced visibility to almost zero. 
Frost covered much of the soldier’s 
equipment, and tanks had to be 
chiseled out of ice after they froze to the ground overnight. 
 
Charlie described Bastogne as, “a place that was such a hell, that the hands on 
his watch never moved.”   
 
After the Battle of the Bulge, Charlie and his unit moved into Germany.  Besides the 
German army, civilians were hostile, were afraid of the Americans and not inclined 
to shelter or render aid to the troops.  Charlie told Laverne about a time they took 
refuge in a house.  Charlie said, “there were bombs dropping everywhere.”  One of 
the guys Charlie knew got captured there and became a prisoner of war.  Charlie 
told Laverne and Sue, “this guy went back years later and found this house and the 
old lady was still alive.”  He talked to the German woman who said, “I remember 
two soldiers coming here to hid.  The woman recalled,  “the German family were 
petrified that Charlie and the other soldier were the going to kill them.”  It turns 
out, they had their children buried under rocks in the basement.  Charlie and his 
buddy had no intention of harming the family.  All they were trying to do was hide 
out from the Germans and the shelling.   
 
Resistance Stiffens 
Charlie remembered one specific day and later told Laverne about all the tanks 
and guys they lost that day.  Charlie would recall, “at one point our combat 
command lost 45 tanks in 37 minutes.”   The U.S. 8th Armored Division was locked 
into what many people later called, the last real battle of the war with the tough 
116th Panzer Division whose commander refused to surrender although the unit 
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was virtually surrounded.  The area of the battle was Southeast of Dorsten in 
North Rhine-Westphalia.  The Nazi units were supported by 1500 88mm anti-
aircraft guns being used as field artillery.  The area was nicknamed '88 Lane' and 
was under direct anti-tank and heavy artillery fire so each house had to be cleared 
by dismounted infantry.  This was in March of 1945.   
 
One time, Charlie came up on field where a battle had just taken place.  There 
were dead people everywhere, Sue says Charlie told her.  Charlie walked over to 
a dead German soldier.  His wallet was hanging out his pocket or something.   He 
just said, I remember taking that wallet out, opening it up and there was a picture 
of him and his family.  He folded it up and put it back in his pocket.   
 
Charlie once told Laverne, when you see them lying there…They need help, yet 
you need to keep moving, you step right over them, because you have to fight and 
keep going. That was the hardest part…knowing they need help, but you just have 
to ignore them and keep going.   
 
One time, some meat locker got hit and they 
needed food.  So they sent Charlie and other guys 
foraging (or food run).  They got this side of beef 
and on the way back, this guy Rueben, an officer 
who spoke German said, “we’re going to get 
something to eat.”  Charlie said, “they stopped at 
this house and these people were true Nazi’s.  
They were mean.  They went in and Rueben threw 
a pistol on the table and said, we want ham and 
eggs.”    The Germans said, “we don’t have ham 
and eggs.”  Charlie couldn’t understand much 
German, but the officer could.  They repeated, “we 
want ham and eggs.”  Charlie recalled, “I don’t 
know where they got them from, but they ended 
up getting a great big breakfast.  I thought we were 
going to be poisoned.  This guy (American officer) 
spoke fluent German and he threw the pistol 
down.  I was scared.  We went through this great 
big gate.  It was a beautiful home.”  
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Boys and Toys 
One of the lighter stories in Charlie’s time in the service occurred just after the 
Battle of the Bulge.  Charlie and a Lieutenant entered the home of a high ranking 
German officer.  He and the Lieutenant spotted a German artillery toy on a shelf at 
the same time.  Both said, “I want it.”  The Lieutenant conceded, “you said it first.”   
 
The Lieutenant took the toy and said, “I’ll see that you get it home.”  Charlie 
thought he’d never see it.  After Charlie was home for a while, a package arrived.  
Inside was the toy.  Charlie was shocked it made it back to St. Peters.  The toy was 
recently appraised.  The toy is a Lineol 88 mm Anti-Aircraft Field Gun circa 1939.  
Charlie like many US Soldier brought home souvenirs and mementoes from their 
enemy.   
 
In April as the war was drawing to a close, the 8th liberated Halberstadt-Zwieberge, 
a subcamp of the Buchenwald concentration camp, between April 12 and 17, 
1945. In just a few days, on 7-MAY 1945 Germany surrendered.   
 
I’m too scared to be sick! 
Sue says, “they converted the Enterprise to a troop ship for the return trip home.  
Charlie told her, there were 5000 guys on the ship.  They promised them they’d 
get them home by Christmas day.  So they took a Northern route, hit a terrible 
storm and lost 20 miles in 24 hours.  They had 100’ waves.  The Navy officers were 
asking guys to help, but everybody was sick.  They came to him and asked him if 
he was sick.  Charlie told him, I’m too scared to be sick!  He said, I survived all this 
and we’re not going to make it.  We’re going to die coming home.  The ship was 
breaking apart.  Charlie helped weld beams to the superstructure.   
 
Jack Taylor (founder of Enterprise) was a pilot on the USS Enterprise at the time.  
Sue’s daughter works for Enterprise and took the paper to work one day, handed 
it somebody  and said, “hey why don’t you show this to Mr. Taylor because it talks 
about the Enterprise.  So Jack Taylor wanted to meet my dad.”  Laverne, Charlie 
and Sue met with jack Taylor a couple of years before Charlie died.  Jack was a 
couple of years younger than Charlie.  Sue recalls, “it was amazing because Jack 
Taylor, worth 18 billion dollars and my dad together telling their versions of the trip 
home.  That was pretty cool says Sue.  That’s one of the stories that sticks out in 
my mind, more than the other ones just the way he got home.”   
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They limped into New York Harbor on Christmas Day 1945.   
 
When he got to New York, nobody had telephones.  So Charlie called the priest at 
All Saint (St. Peters, MO) and he went and told my grandma and grandpa (Charlie’s 
parents) who lived at the bottom of the hill that Charlie had gotten back okay (in 
Old Towne St. Peters).  Charles Schlenke was discharged 29-DEC 1945.   
 
Sue recalled that, “Dad had a tough time watching the news about Vietnam.  It was 
still raw to him.  It was only 20-25 years after everything he experienced.  It was 
hard for him to watch any of that while we were young.”     
 
Charlie did go back to a fifty-year reunion in France and 
Germany and they retraced their steps.    Charlie belonged 
to the Gateway Chapter of the Veterans of the Battle of 
the Bulge in St. Louis.   
 
Laverne used to live in O’Fallon on Elm just a few yards 
from the museum.  Laverne tells the story about the train 
stopping right there (near her house).  Hobo’s would get 
off the train and knock on your back door and mom 
(Laverne’s mom) would give them coffee and something 
to eat.  Laverne says, “she remembers that, just as plain 
as day.  They wanted something to eat and she gave them 
something to eat.  She’d see them coming.  There were 
often 19 hobos sitting near the train tracks.”  
 
Laverne continued, “there was a bar there named Living Room Lounge.  My aunt 
lived in one and my uncle lived in the other after they got married.”  Charlie and 
Laverne bought this ground in St. Peters, began to build a house.  “I think the house 
was done for three months before we moved here,” Laverne said.  In O’Fallon, they 
all partied and danced and played cards and she had to move all the way to St. 
Peters, far from her friends.”   
 
Charlie was born and raised on a farm on Highway C in St. Peters MO.  The house 
is still there.  The farm was sold while he was in service.   When asked how they 
met, Laverne said, “I knew Charlie before he left for the war.  After he got back on 
Christmas, on New Year’s Eve he came up to our house and played cards.  That was 
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on New Years Eve and I played cards with him at my house.  Charles was one of the 
first home since he was wounded.” Laverne and Charlie were married on  
September 7, 1946 
 
Daughter Sue was fortunate to be able to go on an Honor Flight with her dad. “Dad 
was still sharp as a tack,” Sue says.   Charlie died in April 2016 at 93 years of age.   
 
Charlie, like many veterans didn’t begin to talk 
about the war until late in his life.  Sue said, 
the first time she heard anything about his 
experiences was when she accompanied 
Charlie to All Saints school to talk on Veterans 
Day one year.  
 
Charlie was awarded three Bronze Stars for 
his service.  Charles Schlenke was very 
deservedly remembered as the Greatest 
Generation.   
 
Thank You Charles!   


