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ODETTE CLOTILDE GEORGETTE BIER SHANER 

Odette Clotilde Georgette Bier was born on January 26, 1921 at Epinal, Vosges, 
France.  Her father, Del Gilbert Ernest Bier, was born September 7, 1888 in Val d’Ajol, 
Vosges, France and died on September 24, 1966. Her mother, Henriette Claudia Clotilde 
Marchal, was born on June 3, 1894 in Lyon, Rhone, France and died on June 7, 1990. They 
were married on October 22, 1918 and had two daughters: Odette Clotilde Georgette and 
Michele Loise Marcelle Bier. 

 

 

Odette participated in the French Forces of the Interior (FFI), which was the formal 
name used to refer to the French Resistance.  She 
was secretary to the chief of the Bureau of the 
French Forces of the Interior in the Cote d’Or 
Region.  She was also an agent who passed on 
confidential information to the underground for 
operations. She did this from June 1944 until 
September 12, 1944 when Dijon was Liberated.  
During the German occupation she saw service with 
the French Occupation Forces. 

She met American soldier Lt. Elmer Shaner in 
France and they were married on October 22, 1946 
in Dijon, France. 

The following is extracted from the hand-
written memoirs of Odette Bier Shaner: 

 

I REMEMBER THAT DAY SO CLEARLY. 

Most French people enjoyed a carefree life.  But one of France’s neighbors 

(Germany) was getting stronger and stronger with Hitler in power and it wasn’t very long 

before trouble started brewing in nearby countries.  Little by little the German war machine 

was destroying or taking over everything in its path. France declared war on Germany on 

September 3, 1939.  I remember that day so clearly.  My parents had company for dinner 
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and my friend Lucienne (Lulu) and I had planned on going 

to the movies.  We heard the news as we left the house.  I 

will never forget the name of the movie: “Vivent Les 

Etudiants”, but not the movie itself.  We were so shaken 

by the terrible news. Before the movie in the Newsreels 

we saw so many young men all lined up at the railroad 

station to respond to the call to arms.  It will always be on 

my mind.  One of the guests at our house was a career 

Army man who cried when he heard the news, which 

infuriated my Dad who was such a patriot. 

France built the Maginot line along the border.  It was supposed to be impregnable, 

and for several months nothing happened but the Germans found a way to attack France. 

They went through Belgium and Luxembourg. We would see long lines of refugees coming 

through town from the North taking everything they could with them.  Of course, they had 

no idea where they were going. Such a pitiful sight! 

I had taken a little vacation to see my Aunt Helene.  I didn’t know it at the time, but 

we became refugees ourselves.  As I said earlier, we didn’t have a phone and my parents 

sent me messages (carried by the bus driver) telling me to come home.  I didn’t know the 

situation was that serious!  Shortly after I decided to return, my Dad’s office was moved to 

the South of France; we didn’t know where at the time. Before he left, he urged us to leave 

town as soon as possible because the French army was supposed to stop the Germans not 

far from Dijon (his office was in charge of mobilization).  Mother was very worried about 

him.  The Germans were getting closer and we could hear the cannons at a distance.  But 

we learned later that the big battle didn’t take place and France was defeated six weeks 

later. Many French soldiers were taken prisoners and some just went home. 
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I later learned that when the German soldiers arrived in Dijon, there was complete 

silence in the streets, no barricades, no French soldiers.  The streets were deserted, the 

stores closed, the city looked dead.  The night before, all the French policemen, firemen, 

city workers and 75% of the doctors had left town also.  Only a few bakeries were open, 

and a handful of grocerie stores. The phones weren’t working, abandoned cats and dogs 

running in the streets.  A lot of inhabitants came back later, order was re-established and 

quite a few stores reopened under new rules. Some of our neighbors took a chance and 

stayed, mostly the elderly including a friend of my grandmother who lived next door. Some 

“Dijonnais” found their homes looted or occupied by Germans. But we followed Dad’s 

advice before that happened. Big decision!  

FLIGHT FROM DIJON 

I will never forget the day we left, leaving everything behind.  Before we left, my 

mother gave a young mother who lived nearby a whole case of canned milk.  She had a 

new baby and milk was getting scarce (as so many other things). 

We walked to the station, Mother and I carrying two large suitcases.  My poor 

Grandma (82 years old) was wondering what was happening! My little sister Michele took 

a small bag with her favorite doll and a few “precious” things.  For me, in spite of the fear 

of the unknown, it was an adventure! I was 19 and Michelle only 9. She told me years later 

that she was afraid Maman would go away as our Dad had. (I learned many years later that 

she had a recurring dream for a long time that large reapers were rolling down the street 

cutting peoples legs off… fortunately she was a good runner and always found refuge in a 

cobbler‘s place near the railroad bridge!) At the time we left home I had no idea the 

situation was such a trauma for her. 

The station looked like an ant hill. We took the last train out of town, destination 

unknown but south, of course.  We were packed like sardines in the train, people 

everywhere, even in the toilets. The train made many stops in the middle of nowhere, once 
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in front of a burning tower. My little grandma kept saying, “I have to go home and cook 

dinner”. Some passengers were getting ill from the heat and lack of space. We took food 

with us, but it wasn’t enough.  Somebody gave us some bread; it was black and dry, but 

we ate it. After a very long time we stopped at a large station. We were in Lyon, the city 

where my mother was born. We got off the train which wasn’t going any farther at the 

time. Some young girls were offering shelter to a few persons and we followed them. We 

ended up at a place run by nuns, Le Foyer D’Ainy. There were orphans living there. They 

had a large dormitory for working girls who were paying for room and board.  They had a 

few empty beds and we were so thankful for a clean bed and a good night’s sleep even only 

for only one night! 

In the morning we found our train again and continued our journey. We didn’t know 

where it would lead. It turned out to be Clermont Ferrand, in the Massif Central mountains. 

These mountains were old, rounded, which at one time were volcanoes. We stayed at Ecole 

Hoteliere, good size boarding school for boys who wanted to specialize in the hotel 

industry. The school wasn’t full, so we settled down in the dorms with many cots close 

together. We were with people of all ages. We all helped each other. 

While we were still living in Dijon my godmother Germaine, who lived near the 

Swiss border, had told us to try to write to her whenever possible and my Dad would do 

the same so that we could find each other again.  

In June 1940 an Armistice was signed between France and Germany. France was 

divided into two zones. The Northern part would be occupied by the Germans and the 

Southern part would have a French government under General Petain. He was a hero in 

World War I, but he was 84 years old in 1940 and little by little the Germans gained more 

power in the southern zone. Petain was really a strawman. At first so many French people 

were desperate for a leader to save the country. I had great faith in him, but he didn’t have 
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any power. That’s why so many patriots went to England to join General De Gaulle‘s 

forces.  

At that time, you could travel and correspond within the southern zone, so we wrote 

to Germaine in Annemasse. She had heard from my dad. His office was in Sete, on the 

southern coast of France. What a relief! I never realized the anguish my mom must have 

felt for so long until she found out my Dad was all right. Germaine told us to come and 

stay with her. She owned the whole building where her jewelry store was located and one 

apartment where her mother used to live was vacant. So, we took the train to get there we 

were thrilled to finally see a light at the end of the tunnel; we felt safe! 

I decided I really needed to get a job. I lucked out some office was looking for a 

secretary. It was a hush-hush 

organization Controle Postal 

International (International 

Postal Control).  I couldn’t tell 

anyone about it.  The mail was 

steamed open and read. We had 

translators who spoke many 

languages and officers wrote 

reports. I was the only girl which 

suited me fine. It was very 

interesting, and the most informative news came from Switzerland and Vatican City, both 

neutral. We worked in a beautiful house surrounded by a park, rather isolated and I often 

worked overtime late in the evening.  A few months later the office moved to Lyon. My 

mother didn’t want me to go there alone so she wrote to the nun in charge of the place 

where we had spent one night before, Soeur Catherine, and she said we could stay there for 

a while. The schools were open again. We were so happy to greet Dad when he got off the 
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train after a long separation! He looked well, but different. He wore a bowtie and a beret 

instead of a hat. He explained that the first time he walked by the sea the wind blew his hat 

into the water! He was carrying his fishing rod (still quite a fisherman). 

Father’s office has been transferred to Annecy, a great town with a beautiful lake 

surrounded by mountains. My dad found me a job in an army office. We assumed the 

liaison first with the Italians, then with the Germans. 

Annecy was in the province of Savoie, which the Italians 

wanted but when their so-called allies the Germans came 

the first thing they did was put the Italian officers in the 

city jail. We corresponded with the northern zone with 

special cards and we had to request permission from the 

German authorities to travel north.  I did, once. The boy I 

intended to marry lived in Paris.  One of his best friends, 

Paul, was killed on his ship at Mers El Kebir, in Africa in 

July 1940.  A British Royal Navy task force attacked and 

destroyed most of the French fleet stationed there. 1300 

French sailors died.  This event shocked the world, since France was one of the Allies, and 

assured England that it would not let the navy fall into German hands. But Admiral Darlan 

was in charge and the British didn’t trust him.  Terrible tragedy! 

When I traveled to the northern zone, I had several long letters hidden in my coat 

lining for friends and relatives.  I didn’t find my “almost” fiancé at his parents’ apartment.  

After several years spent in the French navy, the Germans sent him to Dresden, Germany 

to work in a defense factory (forced labor).  He would have tried to go into hiding, but the 

Germans probably would have taken his father in his place.  I spent a few days with his 

parents, then went to Dijon where my cousins lived. Thank God our apartment was safe; 

we rented it to a couple with a daughter who came from Alsace. She was happy to find my 
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piano. She played beautifully. The Germans moved into so many empty houses and 

apartments and they requisitioned rooms in quite a few homes for the officers. 

I wanted to go back with Didi and Marcel to a big beautiful café where we used to 

go in peacetime. They call them 

brasseries. They always had great 

bands and were very popular. They 

kept telling me that things had 

changed, but I insisted so we went. It 

was such a shock! It was full of 

Germans and of course they played 

their kind of music. So many French 

girls were with them! My dad would have considered this behavior as treason! Needless to 

say, we didn’t stay long.  

I liked Annecy and so did my family, but the food was still rationed. I remember 

once very early in the morning my mother stood in line for several hours in front of the 

butcher shop before it opened to get a little meat for the family. We did have food stamps 

and my dad was allowed a little more than the rest of us and so was Michelle because of 

her age. It was not as bad as in Lyon and other large cities. We had a friend who went to 

the farms in the mountains and brought back some wonderful cheese “reblochon”… such 

a treat! This man was a hunter and once in a while gave us some young mountain goat 

meat. 

My dad had a little garden in another part of town and one day he decided to grow 

some tobacco plants. He picked the leaves strung them on a string and hung them in a small 

utility room in the apartment. It smelled rather bad! One day he came back from his garden 

and he was furious because someone had stolen his plants. He said, “I would understand 

if they had taken potatoes because they were hungry, but tobacco!”  Of course, cigarettes 
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were rationed like everything else and when he got his quota, he smoked them right away 

and was miserable for the rest of the time. 

The movie theater was right around the corner and Grandma went there often but 

most of the time she came home before the end of the movie. Once she told us that 

Maréchal Petain came out from the screen and shook hands with everybody in the theater! 

Her mind was failing. 

My office was right beside the lake and I often rented a rowboat after work to spend 

some time in the beautiful surroundings. Friends from Lyon came to see me. I became an 

“Ajiste”, member of the “Auberges de 

Jeunesse” (youth hostels for people 

from 16 to 30) and made some 

fantastic friends. They loved sports we 

did a lot of camping, fishing and 

winter sports. I was not good at skiing 

though. I was not well coordinated. 

When we climbed the steep mountains 

the fellows usually tied a rope around 

my waist and pulled me up. I was light then and they were strong! We had a great group, 

motivated and pure in spirit! On weekends and holidays, I went to youth hostels high in 

the mountains with my friends. La Clusaz was one our favorite ones. 

But the situation was getting dangerous and my parents worried about my safety. 

For one thing we weren’t allowed to gather in groups in the streets. We were stranded there 

once for several days. In Annecy the Germans rounded up a large group of people from a 

neighborhood in a public square and searched them for weapons or anything suspicious. 

Some were taken away and no one knew what happened to them. A lot of people joined 

the underground and the Germans were getting nervous. Tense situation! Some French 
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people collaborated with the Germans, but they didn’t last long. They were closely watched 

and some of them received a warning from the underground…a miniature coffin! These 

traitors were called “Miliciens”. We didn’t know until we left Annecy that my dad was in 

danger. The Germans took the French officers in charge of other officers similar to him 

and sent them to concentration camps. I guess they thought my dad wasn’t important 

enough, but he was helping the underground. 

When we were still in Annecy Colonel Serrigny went back to Dijon. He wrote me 

and asked if I wanted to go home and work for him, but I wasn’t ready. I didn’t want to go 

back without my family. We finally went back four years after we had left. My little 

grandma wasn’t with us; she died in Annecy. It was too much for her. I got in touch with 

the Colonel. He let his secretary go and hired me. He was working for some company and 

still traveled a bit. His office was in his house. He told me the company he was working 

for couldn’t pay me as much as I was making before, but he would make up the difference 

if I agreed to tutor his teenage son. Bernard was a gentle soul. He liked poetry. His father 

was disappointed because he wanted him to become a career army man like him and his 

father before him.  His father was Maréchal Petain’s aide during World War I. Bernard 

ended up raising sheep years later in a little village and was very happy. In contrast, his 

sister was a tomboy she later married a French lieutenant who was killed in Indochina.  I 

felt like one of the family. 
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WORKING FOR THE UNDERGROUND 

After I worked for him for a while in 

June 1944, he asked me if I would consider 

joining the FFI “Forces Françaises de 

l'Intérieur”:  the French Underground, 

of which he was one of the leaders in Dijon. 

His code name was “Baugy”. In the FFI 

you only knew the name of your immediate 

leader. I agreed but my family didn’t know 

anything about it. I didn’t want to worry 

them. The business my boss was running was a cover, of course. I typed orders for the 

resistance hiding in the countryside on very thin paper so our liaison man could swallow 

them in case he was caught. He was delivering them on his motorcycle. I had maps hidden 

in the armoire of my bedroom. The underground movement was very active then.  

On September 10, 1944 our courier was shot! We felt so bad about it, but thank God 

the next day the Germans left. Close call for 

us! They were getting frantic toward the end. 

They put explosives under every railroad 

bridge and at the station. I didn’t know if or 

how I was going to make it home from the 

office. I was riding my bike, and the 

Germans were very desperate, getting 
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their hands on any kind of transportation! I didn’t know which bridge to go on under and 

was getting scared, but the streets were already almost deserted. Strange feeling! I finally 

made it home. At the time some of the bridges and railroad station blew up and pieces of 

heavy metal were falling everywhere. We lived so close to the station! I opened the cellar 

door and a few seconds later a very sharp piece of metal fell right in front of it.  The family 

and neighbors who didn’t have any shelter were hiding there. They hugged and kissed me 

they were so worried about me! 

I always thought I would celebrate (with champagne, of course) when Dijon was 

liberated but it wasn’t the case. Someone came to get me. We picked up my typewriter at 

the office and I was taken to City Hall where I typed all day long! New edicts for the local 

government etc. very, very busy!  I was close to a window and could see a lot of commotion 

in the courtyard. Women who had fraternized with the Germans were rounded, heads 

shaved, and a swastika was drawn on their bald heads. They marched them through the 

streets where they were heckled by some of the population. Finally, around midnight I 

asked if I could go home. I was too exhausted 

for any kind of celebration, but the thought 

of freedom was enough for me. After Dijon 

was liberated on September 12, 1944 the 

members of the FFI movement started 

wearing their arm bands. One day I was 

walking down the street and a woman 

stopped me and asked me where she could 

find one. She didn’t know we had to earn it, 

so to speak. 

It took a long time to live normally. The war wasn’t over yet. We still had ration 

stamps for almost everything. I remember riding my bicycle with my family to the little 
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village where my aunt and uncle lived to try to buy food. from the farmers but they didn’t 

want our money. They wanted to barter and since we didn’t have anything to exchange for, 

we came home empty-handed and tired. Finally, my aunt told her customers that she would 

sew for them (I mentioned earlier that she was a dressmaker) if they agreed to sell us some 

food. Things got a little better. When the Allied troops came to Dijon, Colonel Serrigny 

joined them and followed them for the rest of the war. He came from Germany and stopped 

by my office to see me. I had found another job similar to the one I had in Lyon. I worked 

with several officers, French of course, who served in North Africa. Another girl was hired, 

Paulette. We became friends. She had a room in the building where we worked since her 

family didn’t live in Dijon. I enjoyed my new job.  

FALLING IN LOVE WITH AN AMERICAN SOLDIER 

I met Elmer in October 1944. It happened in an unusual way. I often visited my 

friend Lucienne, who was working as an interpreter for an American Colonel. (He 

happened to be Jimmy’s commanding officer.) One day he was at her house when I went 

to see her, and we talked. He was a very tall man. He told me that they often had parties 

and he invited me to join them. I simply said, “I love to dance but I can’t dance with tall 

men,” to which he replied, “I just have the right 

person for you!” When I saw Lucienne again he 

was there: 5 feet 4 inches! He was a 2nd Lieutenant 

then. For some reason I had trouble pronouncing 

his name, so he told me to call him Jimmy. We 

started going out together, usually to the officer’s 

club where they had a great band. I learned to 

jitterbug. He picked me up in a jeep driven by a 

soldier. The only thing I didn’t like was coming 

home at 11 pm. In France that’s when you begin 
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to have fun! But he explained that he was the junior officer and several officers shared the 

jeep, and the senior officer used it last. Jimmy came to our house often. I didn’t know a 

word of English he didn’t speak French. My mother studied English in high school and she 

still remembered some after all these years, but of course that didn’t help us much when 

we were alone. We went to the opera, explored the countryside riding bicycles, we had a 

lot of fun while learning each other’s language.   

Jimmy left Dijon for Germany in April 1945. He came to see me a few times driving 

a German car, an Opel. I heard that a French military government was being set up in 

Germany in the French zone. At that time Germany was divided into four zones: French, 

English, American, and Russian. So was Berlin itself. They asked for volunteers to work 

there for the government. I thought it 

would be a good idea. Maybe we would 

get together in the same country.  First I 

went to Paris where I spent a few months. 

I just loved working and living there. 

Jimmy came to see me from Normandy 

where he was temporarily stationed. We 

had some wonderful weekends there, but 

the war was still going on in Japan and he heard they were going to send him there for the 

invasion. Needless to say, our morale was rather low at that point and he had a feeling he 

wouldn’t come back, which was unusual because he always was an optimist before.  He 

left from Marseille in the south of France. Their ship was on its way to Japan. On VJ day, 

August 15, the ship changed its course and ended up in the USA. I was still in Paris at the 

time waiting for an assignment in Germany. 

I went to Trier (not too far from Luxembourg) which I visited with my friend several 

times, where I worked in the same type of job I had before but we were checking the French 
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troops mail. The city had been heavily bombed and even in our offices the windows had 

not been replaced yet. It was really cold in the winter. Strangely enough an old Roman ruin 

“Porta Nigra” (black gate) was still standing, close to the hotel where we lived. The town 

was on the Moselle River. Our hotel was very comfortable, had excellent food and good 

wine. We were getting even with the Germans! General De Gaulle visited our office once. 

I couldn’t believe how tall he was! 

During that time, back in the States, Jimmy was on leave for 30 days. He requested 

going back to Europe so we could get married. They sent him to Italy in November 1945. 

He was stationed in Northern Italy in a little town named Cividale in the Alps, not far from 

Trieste. So there we were; I in Germany, he in Italy, trying very hard to get together again. 

The mail took forever because he was writing from an APO address and I from the French 

military address.  

We didn’t see each other for a year but as they 

say, “where there’s a will there’s a way”. Finally, he 

told me to quit my job and go back home to Dijon 

so it wouldn’t be as complicated. We were 

wondering ourselves if we would ever get back 

together. He was getting the papers ready for our 

marriage. A lot of investigation and red tape, maybe 

because I was marrying an officer. The US military 

wasn’t too much in favor of foreign marriages.  

He came in mid-October and we set a date 

October 22. He told me to meet him in Paris at Place 

de la Concorde on a specific day but not mentioning 

any time. My dad told me to take the first train to the 

capital that day and carry a little stool and my knitting and wait in this big city square! Big 
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joke! We were in the same train but didn’t know it and we arrived at Place de la Concorde 

at the same time! Weird! 

He had to rush and although we wanted a simple wedding in Dijon, family and a few 

old friends, these were not ordinary times. The food was a big problem in itself. We had 

been saving some, and contacted a friend who had a farm in another area and she sent us 

good butter and a few supplies. My dad (a typical Frenchman) had some vintage wine saved 

for special occasions. We hired a couple to do the cooking. We planned on three meals 

according to French custom: lunch, dinner, and another lunch for the day after the wedding. 

The newlyweds were supposed to be there for that meal also.  

Something funny happened during the meal. After the church wedding we had set 

up a big table in a large room in a building separate from our living quarters. The chef and 

his wife had plenty of room in the kitchen. In the middle of the meal one of my cousins 

went there and came back 

rather shaken. She told us. 

“The chef is laying on the 

kitchen floor and I think he is 

dead!” In France a lot of 

people send telegrams to 

congratulate the young 

couple. My dad had told the 

cook to give a glass of wine 

to the messengers. We received so many wires, and every time he gave a man a drink he 

took one too! He was just dead drunk! The wife managed to fix the rest of the meal and 

somehow we had a decent meal that evening and the next day. 

We were married at City Hall on the 21st and in the church St. Benigne cathedral 

the next day. City Hall was located in the ancient palace of the Dukes of Burgundy, who 
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many centuries ago were more 

powerful than the King of France. 

(In France if you only get married 

in church you are not married 

according to the law. I stayed 

home after the civil wedding and 

Jimmy spent the night at his 

quarters.) Jimmy wore his 

uniform and I wore a suit.  I must 

add that the clothes worn at weddings are very different in France: no tux, matching gowns 

for bridesmaids etc. Everybody just wears their best clothes. Years later, my sister came to 

see us in the USA and we went to the park. There was a wedding party there and she 

thought they were making a movie. She said people are dressed like actors in “Gone With 

the Wind”! We had a good laugh about it! 

When Jimmy’s leave was over we went to Italy but we wondered if we would ever 

get there. I got a passport and we went to Paris to get a visa for Italy. The clerk asked why 

I wanted to go there. When I mentioned going with my husband who was stationed there 

he told me that reason wasn’t valid! We were beginning to panic but we found another 

office with all kinds of rubber stamps! The person in charge was much more understanding 

and she used quite a few stamps on my passport: very impressive! 

It was a long trip, but we finally settled down in a beautiful apartment in Cividale 

(in the foothills of the Eastern Alps). The large bathroom was made of marble and we had 

fur bedspreads on twin beds. Two little mice would come to the bedroom at night and we 

left a little food there for them. We would turn the light on and watch them. (Crazy young 

people!) There was a living room but no kitchen. I ate at the Officer’s mess, but I was the 

only dependent there and didn’t know much English yet. Everybody seemed to speak so 
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fast! The next dependent from the USA came from Brooklyn, a pretty little Italian girl 

named Tippy. She would slow down when she spoke, and we got along fine. The next wife, 

came with her little boy, was Birdie. She was from Baton Rouge, a true southern belle, 

beautiful! Her husband Rudolph was Hungarian and he made the best goulash! We often 

drove to Trieste on the Adriatic Sea on Saturdays and spent some fabulous weekends there. 

More dependents came, and in the evening when the fellows were on alert the wives got 

together. We weren’t supposed to eat the food from the stores but Tippy and I made the 

best sandwiches with crisp Italian bread and Gorgonzola cheese.  

A WAR BRIDE’S JOURNEY TO AMERICA 

We were hoping to stay in Europe for a couple more years but after only a few 

months orders came to go back to the United States. My family was so disappointed and 

so were we. We were sent to two different locations for processing before we got on the 

ship; men in one town and women in 

another. It took at least a week; it 

seemed much longer.  

We finally got reunited on the 

ship. It used to be a hospital ship and it 

was the first time the so-called “war 

brides” were traveling with their 

husbands. I couldn’t find Jimmy at first 

and they notified his mom in St. Louis that he was not on the ship and asked her what to 

do with me. She replied, “send her to me”. We saw our husbands only during the day. The 

voyage was “the pits”, especially for me! Jimmy was in a cabin with three other officers. 

They put me in a room with 40 other wives, mostly Italian. We had bunkbeds and I was 

seasick most of the time -- 17 days! I was the only French girl there, but I made friends 

with a lovely Italian girl who was so worried because her in-laws wouldn’t have anything 
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to do with her. (Several wives were sent back to Italy when we reached New York because 

they got involved with members of the crew, and their husbands were on the ship! 

Unbelievable!) 

I met a girl from Trieste, Liliana, and we got together and with our husbands during 

the day. She was 16, her husband Roy was 30. Jimmy knew him. He tried to teach us bridge 

which was a big task with three languages involved. We spent Christmas and New Year 

aboard ship but we had terrible storms and they wouldn’t let us stay with our husband late 

at night even for Christmas and New Year. The trip was a nightmare. I lost a lot of weight. 

What a relief when we saw the Statue of Liberty from the ship!  Jimmy said to me “now 

we speak only English”. We had used both languages before as best we could.  

When we reached New York the four of us decided to “live it up”. We stayed at a 

hotel in Times Square, went to a Hungarian night club, and Liliana and I discovered 

cafeterias! We had so much food piled up on our trays the fellows laughed. They knew we 

couldn’t possibly eat all that food and we shared with them! Liliana and Roy were going 

home to California and 

stayed in New York a little 

longer. Roy didn’t want to 

stay in the army he came 

from an area north of San 

Francisco. They stopped at 

Mom’s house on their way 

back and appreciated her 

wonderful cooking and 

baking.  

When we arrived in St. Louis Mom (Ruby) and Miral were waiting for us at Union 

Station. Miral worked there for the Railroad Express. The station was like an ant hill; so 
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many tracks and people everywhere! Saint Louis was a hub in those days. Mom held my 

hand all the way home. I think she felt sorry for me after our long voyage at sea and she 

wanted to make me feel welcome.  They had bought a house on Maryland Avenue. The 

three-story house was built by a Frenchman at the turn of the century and the World’s Fair, 

as were all the other houses on that block. It was originally for one family, a lot like the 

houses in the movie “Meet Me in St. Louis” but during the war many houses were divided 

into small apartments. The man who had sold it to them wanted it back at a higher price 

and when we arrived there, they had moved to an apartment on the third floor. In the middle 

of the night after our arrival Mom woke me up and took me downstairs where there was a 

lot of commotion. The new owner (who was a little bit odd, to say the least) had tried to 

commit suicide. He took some poison and gave some to his dog. They both recovered and 

the man sold the house back to mom later on at a lower price and moved out. After that 

first night in St. Louis, I was beginning to wonder about the American way of life! 

The following is in the words of Elmer (Jimmy) Shaner… 

I had requested an assignment in California, as Odette and I agreed that would be 

a nice place for our first assignment.  I 

was told most engineer units were being 

deactivated but they would see what they 

could do.  I was advised there was an 

Engineer Aviation battalion at 

Riverside, California, with the Air Force 

at March Field.  Orders were cut and I 

was assigned to the 817th Engineer 

Aviation Battalion. At the end of our visit we took the train to Los Angeles and rented a car 

to drive to Riverside. We found a room in a private home and we shared the bathroom with 

other residents.  This was temporary until we could find something permanent. 
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Odette and Elmer raised a family, sons Robert and Jean-Pierre and daughter 

Michelle, and lived in numerous national and international locations as Elmer continued 

his military career. They traveled back to France many times; the last time was in 1997. 

 

 

 

Odette is  currently living in a  

Senior Community 

 in St. Charles County 

 


