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Paul William Tell 
 
 
 
Roy Tell, a resident of St. Peters, brought his father’s scrapbook to the Veterans 

Museum to share the wonderful photos he took while serving with the 733rd Railway 

Operating Battalion during World War II. He was eighty-nine years old when he 

compiled the scrapbook, recalling an amazing amount of detail. Roy shared the stories 

his father told him so we could share them with you. 

 
 
Paul William Tell was born March 25, 1919 in a house in the Hill neighborhood of St. 

Louis. His parents were Nancy Myrtle Garnier and Raymond William Tell. While he was 

still a young boy, the family moved to Wellington Court in South St. Louis near the River 

Des Peres. He took a city bus every day to attend Southwest High School, not far from 

the Anheuser Busch brewery. 

 
He wasn’t a tall man, standing only 5’10”. His son, Roy, wasn’t certain whether his 

father went on to college, but he recalled that he loved architecture and took classes in 

it, a subject—as Roy observed—not usually offered in high school. Paul Tell was 

twenty-two years old when the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor on December 7, 

1941. Like many young men eager to serve, he tried to enlist in all five branches of the 

military but all of them turned him down due to flat feet and a hernia. He found a good 

job during the summer of 1942—Roy recalls it was at Carnelli Seed Company in St. 

Louis—when he received his draft notice. He went into the army in October 1942, taking 

his basic training at Jefferson Barracks where his father had been stationed in the Army 

National Guard where he served as a mess hall cook before World War I. 
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The Army gave him corrective shoes for his flat feet and just 

before he went overseas they gave him an operation to fix his 

hernia. He went overseas less than a month after the operation 

and was given written permission to carry his pistol on his left 

side to avoid the tender hernia incision. Instead of being 

handicapped by this, Paul later told his son that he could draw 

his pistol faster by reaching across his body to grasp the butt of 

his pistol than the men who 

reached back to grasp the pistol 

on the customary right side. 

Before going overseas, Paul 

served as an MP with a prison 

guard unit at Camp Chaffee, near 

Fort Smith in Arkansas. Despite 

the seriousness of the job, Paul 

managed to find some humor as he did with most everything, according to his son Roy. 

One day while on guard duty, a sergeant came wandering 

through the camp looking as though he was drunk. When he 

got close enough, the men could see he wasn’t drunk, just 

laughing hysterically. The sergeant said, “I’ll take the post; 

you go look in the window of    the German mess hall.”  Paul 

went and saw that the very frustrated German cook, 

completely unfamiliar with watermelon, was slicing very thin 

The Tell family L to R: Paul, wife Ethel, mother Nancy, brother 
Raymond and father Raymond William Tell. 

Paul at Camp Chaffee 

Nancy and Paul, Sr. 1917 
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pieces and putting them on the grill whereupon they went up in a puff of steam. 

Mercifully, the men decided to go in and show him that watermelon was meant to be 

eaten uncooked. 

 

Paul picked up a bit of German from his parents and while serving as prison guard, Paul 

acquired enough German to understand some of what the prisoners were saying when 

they talked amongst themselves. One day when they were out working on a road detail, 

it came in handy. The Thompson machine guns they had previously been issued had all 

been sent overseas for the war effort. After that, the men were issued either a 1911 

semi-automatic pistol, a carbine, or a scatter gun which was a type of shotgun. As far as 

the Germans knew, the shotgun was a bird gun and they enjoyed taunting the guard 

who was carrying the shotgun by bumping into him. One day, when Paul was carrying 

the shotgun on patrol one of the German prisoners took the teasing too far, attempting 

to take the gun out of Paul’s hands. He wrestled it away and the German looked back at 

the other prisoners and in German said, “All that bird shot is just going to make me run 

faster.” 

 
 
Paul decided it was time to set the record straight. The road signs where they were 

working were made of one-inch thick pine boards which he used to demonstrate the 

true nature of his weapon. He motioned to the other two guards on detail to move the 

prisoners to the other side of the road. Paul took one shot at the sign, obliterating it with 

buckshot instead of the birdshot the Germans assumed it carried. Paul told his son, 

“Never again did anyone bother the guy with the shotgun.” 
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There was only one escape while Paul was stationed at Camp 

Chaffee. One of the German prisoners, perhaps having been 

schooled in England, spoke very good English. Once outside 

the confines of the prison, he headed down a country road 

heading south when a farmer came by with horse and wagon. 

The farmer, thinking him an ordinary man down on his luck, 

offered to take him home for a good a meal. The prisoner 

accepted and back at the farm enjoyed a nice meal prepared 

by the farmer’s wife. She offered him some food and drink to 

take with him and he gladly accepted her offer of some fresh 

milk. She asked, “How much would you like?” to which he replied, “A liter,” giving away 

his European identity by using a measure not used in the U.S. After he left, they called 

the county sheriff and picked up the erstwhile prisoner a mere mile down the road. 

Railway Operating Battalions 

From the time Germany first occupied France, Hitler began building rail lines throughout 

the countryside to move troops and equipment. A railway operating battalion’s job was 

to manage and maintain a section of railway in a theatre of operation including the  

locomotives, cars, tracks, sidings, terminals and other structures required to operate the 

trains. Like typical Army battalions, the railway operating battalions were organized with 

a headquarters company and subsequent lettered companies with varied 

responsibilities. Headquarters company dispatched trains, supplies, and signals. 

Company A repaired and maintained track and related equipment. Company B 

maintained the locomotives and cars. Company C was the largest unit in the battalion 

Private Paul W. Tell with 
Thompson sub-machine gun at 
Fort Bliss, TX in 402nd Military 
Police Escort Guard 
detachment. 
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with two platoons, each of which had twenty-five crews to operate trains, yards, and 

stations in the battalion’s area of responsibility. Besides their railroad duties, the 

battalions had to be prepared to destroy the very lines they operated. The individual 

soldiers and the battalions went through physical, combat, and technical training.  

The first railway operating battalion to arrive in 

England for training was the 729th in July 1943. 

Paul’s unit, the 733rd was formed on November 

23, 1943. From Camp Chaffee, Paul went off to 

England where all the railroad crews were 

trained. Every member of a train crew had to be 

cross trained to perform every function on the 

train. Paul was in Company C when the 733rd 

moved into England in 1944 before D-Day.  

In his five-man crew Paul functioned primarily as the brakeman. While the train was 

being stoked, the fireman and the engineer had to be in the engine. “Dad was the one 

with the oil can for lubricating the engine,” said Roy. “He was nimble enough to go up 

and down, so they had him climbing the ladder.”   

PFC Paul Tell sitting on the fireman's side of G.I. 
engine, Sotavast, Normandy, France, September 
1944. Paul wrote, "At age 26 I was one of very 
few men in C Company old enough to grow a 
beard." Beards were allowed since straight 
razors and engines created a safety hazard. 
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The sole purpose of the railway battalions was to get 

goods and personnel to the front lines and bring back 

prisoners and wounded soldiers. Railway battalions 

brought back personnel from as far as Spain, Italy, 

Switzerland, Luxemburg, Belgium, and the 

Netherlands. “During the winter, trucks were not good 

for the wounded,” Paul told his son Roy. The boxcars 

they used were known as Forty & Eight boxcars, 

named so because they could hold 

either forty men or eight horses. 

Over the course of the war, they 

were able to cut back on some of 

the rail traffic because the corps of 

engineer unit that worked for them 

eventually started putting in pipelines along the tracks to carry fuel to the front line. 

The 733rd Railway Operating Battalion arrived without incident onto a Normandy beach 

about two weeks after D-Day. Paul wrote, “I was in C Company. We did the actual 

operating of the railroad. We were delivering troops and supplies (ammunition, tanks, 

food, etc) from America to the seaport at Cherbourg, France to the front lines as far as 

the rails would take them.” 

Paul wrote, "Our bombers stopped German railroad traffic 
before D-Day.” 

"Three Pistoleers," Harrell "Slim" Miller," 
Odell "Blimp" Meadows, and Paul Tell on 
a French engine. Note Paul's pistol on his 
left side. 
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A German "88" at Folligny, Calvados, France, October 1944.  
The "88" was originally designed as an aircraft weapon  
but was equally fierce as an antitank gun. 
 

 
The devastation is apparent in this image of St. Lo, Normandy, France, November 1944 
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The railway operation battalions were classified as non-combat units. Nonetheless, several men 

were killed as enemy aircraft strafed them. The carbines originally issued as their primary 

weapons were replaced with 1911 

pistols. Because of their non-

combat classification, none of the 

men who were injured were 

awarded a Purple Heart.  

Perhaps because they weren’t 

experiencing the horrors of direct 

combat, Paul had the luxury of 

bringing humor to his memories of 

World War II.  But as his son Roy said, “He could make any story funny.” Paul’s only injury 

occurred when he was involved in a head-on train collision. He required seven stitches across 

his forehead after hitting a fence post when he bailed off the train. “He woke up with a cow 

staring at him, inches from his face,” said Roy. 

 
According to Paul, the French were known to be avid souvenir collectors. One day they 

were working in a railyard when they suddenly realized the yard was crowded with 

hundreds of people, all carrying either a pot or kettle filled with salt. One of the Forty & 

Eights in the yard was loaded with salt and local residents, burdened with rationing, 

were helping themselves. Across the French countryside, planes like the ME 109 could 

be seen littering the French countryside. “They watched a French lady walk up to a 

plane,” Roy said, “and carve a piece of metal out of the plane for a souvenir.” 

 

A German Messerschmidt ME 109 fighter plane. 
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“Most of their engines were coal fired so they were able to drop off coal wherever it was 

needed,” explained Roy. Paul told his son one story of which he was particularly proud.  

As they were riding along, the engineer 

would give two short toots to let the crew 

know they were getting close to a 

crossing. The crossing guards weren’t 

allowed to leave the gates unattended 

and frequently ran out of fuel for heat. As 

they approached the crossing, the fire 

man would take one scoop and put it in 

the firebox, then take another scoop and chuck it out the window. “All the American 

engines did that,” Paul told his son. “The French didn’t do it,” he said, even though it 

was Frenchmen manning the crossing guard posts. 

Between D-Day at 

Normandy and V-E Day, the 

military rail system moved 

more than eighteen million 

tons of military freight. With 

almost 2,000 locomotives in 

operation, they began 

demobilizing the units 

shortly after that. Most of the 

A French engine, having taken a well-placed hit during an 
American bombing raid, was left standing on end in a field. 

An artillery round was said to have created the hole in this locomotive 
through which a distant church steeple can be seen. 
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rail system’s American soldiers were in western Europe, number over 26,000. The last 

unit left Europe in February 1946.  

After V-E day, troops were only 

being brought back to the States 

by ship, so Paul had to remain in 

France until there was room for 

him to board for the voyage home. 

He left as 1945 drew to an end 

and arrived in New York Harbor 

on Jan 2, 1946. 

 

 

New York Harbor and Lady Liberty in the distance must have been a welcome sight for soldiers arriving home from 
war. 

 

A Conga line on V-E Day, Nancy, France, May 1945. Paul said the line 
went on for miles. People broke from the line, stopped at a cafe for 
refreshments and then jumped back in line. 
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Paul returned to civilian life in 1951 and went to work for McDonnell Douglas Aircraft in St. 

Louis. There he and his wife Ethel raised their two children, Roy Garnier Tell and Terry Jean 

Tell Rudolph. Mrs. Tell passed away in December 1998.  

In 2014 at age 95 Paul was given the 

privilege of taking an Honor Trip to 

Washington, D.C. where he was 

given the day’s ceremonial flag as the 

oldest veteran on the trip.  In August 

2018, PFC Paul William Tell passed 

away, aged 99 years and 5 months.  
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Roy entered in Army in October 1970, remaining stateside until he 
went to Vietnam in 1972. He served as a battalion message center 
clerk until October 1972. Here, father and son visit the St. Peters 
recruitment center. 
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The Eastman Kodak Folding Pocket Camera Paul Tell used to photograph his WWII experience. 

 

 

 
A US oil burning switch engine, used in railyards to move cars. Fired by fuel oil, instead of having a coal car,  

theyhad tanks on the sides, one for fuel oil and one for water. 
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Paul Tell (R) with a lady who was an interpreter and the mayor of Folligny, France, October 1944. She went to 
France as a US Armyh nurse during WWI and stayed to become a French citizen. 

 

 
Paul and friends wait in line to use a sidewalk latrine, Conflans-Jarny, France, January 1945. 



14 
 

 
Paul wrote, "It got COLD up there in the 'Bulge' area, Conflans-Jarny, France, January 1945. In fact, American troops 
suffered more than 15,000 injuries related to the cold. 

 

 

 
Allied bombers did a job on the French railroad yards. "From French and German engines we made 
SCRAP IRON."  The Corps of Engineers came in with a heavy crane and piled up the bombed engines. 
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Third class French passenger coaches were occasionally used as barracks by the battalion. For weary crews, they 
were like hotels without room service. This one was in Blainville, France, February 1945. 

 

 

A German 2-10-0 stoker engine, Blainville, France, March 1945 
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A French 4-4-0 high wheel passenger train engine, Blainville, France, March 1945. Paul wrote it was, "Built for 
SPEED." 

 

Chalons Cathedral sur-Marne, France, March 1945 
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What tour of duty that included France would be complete without a picture of the Eifel Tower?  
Paul also photographed it at an unusual viewpoint…from its underside, May 18, 1945. 
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Notre Dame Cathedral's Flying Buttresses, Paris, May 1945 

 

Paul Tell perched on the horizontal stabilizer of a shot-down B17 Flying Fortress, a four-engine bomber developed 
by Boeing in the 1930s for the United States Army Air Corps. 
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V-1 "Buzz Bomb" with wings removed. MP's were stationed at the exhibit to control souvenir hunters. The US Army 
Engineers captured some German war equipment and put it on display for the French in Stanislas Square, Nancy, 
France, July 1945. 

 

The German one-man submarine on display carried two torpedoes. Both had to be fired at the same time or the 
submarine would flip over. 
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The railroad crew takes a break along the road and holds a G.I. laundry day in Sommesous, France, September 
1945. 
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Luxembourg City, Luxembourg October 1945 
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