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Early Life

Charles Milton Kates Jr. was born in Philadelphia on September 16, 1919, to Charles Milton
Kates Sr. from Key West, Florida and Helen Busser from Philadelphia.! His maternal grandparents were
from Pennsylvania?, and his paternal grandparents immigrated from the Bahamas in 1886 for economic
opportunities in the sea sponge industry. During his teens, Charles Sr. worked in a cigar factory in Key
West.? In his twenties, he moved to Philadelphia where he married Helen in 1916. The couple had three
children, Mary (1917), Charles Jr. (1919), and William (1922). For several years, the Kates lived with in-

laws, and Charles Sr. worked as an iron worker in the construction industry.*

Charles attended Frankford high school in Philadelphia where he played on the tennis team.” It
is likely that upon Charles’ high school graduation in 1938, the Kates relocated to Miami. Remarkably, in
the midst of the Great Depression, Miami had become “the fastest growing community in the US with
the highest per capita building rate in the country.”® This was in part due to the federal government

response to the economic devastation of the Great Depression when a vast public works program
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known as the New Deal was implemented. In the South Florida area, these included the construction of
the Orange Bowl, and the Overseas Highway linking Miami and Key West.” As Charles Sr. had become a
construction worker in Philadelphia, his skills must have served him well in South Florida, where
economic possibilities and family connections greatly improved the family’s prospects. About a decade
after Charles Sr. moved with his family to Miami, he became a prosperous business owner in the steel
industry of the booming building economy of South Florida®. By that time, the Kates lived in a

prosperous area in Miami and the family volunteered in several community activities.’

By 1940, Charles attended the University of Florida, and in October of that same year he
registered for military service.'® During his college years, Charles was active in the student community
serving as president of the University of Florida Chapter of the Chi Phi Fraternity. He also played tennis
for the Gators team at UF. Upon receiving his bachelor’s degree in 1943, Charles began law school at
UF.1! According to his family, he was “Well respected by his classmates, quiet, intellectual, and a true

gentleman with the makings of a judge.”*?

Military Service

Although Charles registered for the service during his sophomore college year in October of

1940, he did not enlist until July of 1943 when he dropped out of law school to answer the call of
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duty.’* However, Charles nearly missed qualifying for the service as he had poor eyesight. Eager to join

the war effort, he memorized the eye exam to pass the Army medical and be accepted in the service.’®

In August 1943, Charles entered the Tank Destroyer Officer Candidate School at Camp Hood, TX,
from where in December of 1943, he obtained his commission as a second lieutenant.® In March of
1944, Charles married his fiancée, Hazel Martin, from Miami and they lived in Texas where he was
stationed.'” By the summer of 1944, Charles was transferred to Camp Blanding’s Infantry Replacement

Training Center (IRTC) in Florida to be retrained in the infantry.®®

In January 1944, Camp Blanding expanded to meet the demand for replacement troops by
providing training to infantry replacements of front lines casualties.'® During the invasion of France
which began in June 1944, the US Army faced an infantry shortage due to heavy losses of infantrymen.?®
According to a survey conducted by the US Army Center of Military History, during the first six weeks
following D-Day, infantry companies lost “nearly sixty percent of their enlisted men and more than sixty
eight percent of their officers.”?! As a result, the War Department implemented new policies to expand
the existing Army personnel replacement system and address infantry shortages.?? These policies called
for the transferring of personnel from supportive branches of the Army to infantry divisions by sending
them to infantry replacement training centers to be retrained as infantrymen?3. Charles was among

those servicemen selected to retrain for the infantry to meet the demand of infantrymen in the front
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lines.?* In the Fall of 1944, Charles was deployed to Europe where he was reassigned to the Third
Reinforcement Battalion?® and stationed in a replacement depot most likely in Neufchateau, France,

which served the Seventh Army. %

Nicknamed “America’s forgotten army,”?” the Seventh Army comprised the 3rd, 36", and 45
infantry divisions that led the amphibious invasion of Southern France, known as Operation Dragoon
beginning on August 15, 1944.% Under the command of General Patch, the Seventh Army secured the
French Riviera coast as the troops continued to liberate Southern France while being greeted by
cheering civilians in every town, city, and village in that region. Assisted by the French Forces of the
Interior (FFI), known as the Maquis resistance, the Seventh Army pursued the retreating Germans while
pushing up to the Rhone Valley?® until reaching the “impenetrable” Vosges Mountains, a natural fortress
blocking the access to the Franco- German frontier, which was ordered by Hitler to “be defended to the
last man®. Accordingly, from this point on, the Seventh Army began to meet bitter German resistance as
fighting became increasingly fiercer®! as they neared the Third Reich frontier. Nevertheless, the Seventh
Army slowly but surely advanced through the Vosges, successfully reaching the Alsace region in Eastern

France3?, despite the odds, but at a high cost.>?

As a result, as winter approached, the infantry shortages situation in the European theater of

operations (ETO) went from critical to severe, especially following the unexpectedly fierce German
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Ardennes offensive which began on December 16, 1944, and which took a heavy toll on the Army
infantrymen3*. Furthermore, the fierce fighting coupled with one of the coldest winters on record
created non-combat issues such as sickness and frost bite adding to the infantrymen shortage problem.
During this “Black December” of 1944, the US Army reached its highest casualties at 134, 421 soldiers in

the ETO®.

It was during this critical time that Charles was deployed to the combat zone in the Alsace Plains
by the Franco-German frontier, which the 45" and 103d Infantry Divisions had recently crossed on
December 16%. On December 21%, 1944, Charles was assigned the Seventh Army’s 45™ Infantry
Division®’, known as the Thunderbirds, which by the end of October, had not received “a single
replacement” soldier®. Charles served under the command of Lieutenant Colonel Felix Sparks, who had
led the 157th regiment liberation march from Sicily to Southern France, and from the Rhone to the
Rhine. 3° However, at the time Charles was assigned to Felix Sparks’ 157" Regiment, Third Battalion,
Company L, Charles found a “demoralized and depleted battalion” that had just been ordered to stop
the advance towards the Reich®'. Nevertheless, the 157" regiment continued the fight from house to

house to liberate towns and villages in the Alsace Franco-German border.*?

Despite the prevalent low morale of the 157 regiment in December 1944, Charles first combat
experience resulted in a jubilant victory for the 157th regiment, as two days before Christmas, the

regiment liberated two platoons from the First Battalion and Second Battalion which had been trapped
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for six days in Bundenthal, a town besieged by the Germans in the Alsace region. 3 Surely, the rescue
made a nice Christmas story and gave a needed boost to the morale of the troops. On Christmas Eve,
Charles and his new comrades had “Christmas dinner complete with turkey and all the trimmings” after
spending the day holding their defensive positions**. On the following day, the 157" regiment spent

Christmas Day exchanging “presents with the Germans in the form of artillery fire.”*

On December 27, as the Third Battalion approached the town of Obersteinbach in the Alsace
region while under enemy fire*®, Charles, another officer, and two enlisted men, went missing in
action.*’0On the 8 of January 1945, their status was changed to killed in action (KIA). *® Charles was 25

years old. According to Army records, battle casualties were at an all-time high in December of 1944.

Legacy

Charles rests in the Lorraine American Cemetery nearly sixty miles from where he fell fighting
the Nazi forces in the Franco-German border. Although his military career with the Thunderbirds was cut
short, the 45" Infantry Division continued to fight into Germany, withstanding Operation Nordwind
which was the last German offensive, and which was launched four days after Charles was killed.
Likewise, on the Spring of 1945, the Thunderbirds went on to liberate the Dachau concentration camp in
Central Germany, and it was Charles’ Third Battalion of the 157" regiment, “the first to see the sickening

horror that lay behind the pomp of Nazi Germany®.” Indeed, the gruesome scene that Charles’ company
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encountered in Dachau allowed the Thunderbirds to “realize the full evil of the thing they were
fighting.”*° On the following morning, the rest of the Seventh Army marched triumphant into Munich,

the birthplace of Nazism.

Charles was survived by his parents, his brother George, his sister Lucille, and his wife Hazel. His
brother George Kates had also joined the Army serving the PTO. Upon his discharge from the military,
George attended the University of Florida on his Gl bill and studied law to honor the memory of his
brother. Likewise, George’s daughter, who is Charles’ niece, also graduated from the University of

Florida School of Law.

The sacrifice of the Thunderbirds who fought and died in the Alsace area has not been forgotten
by the locals of that French region, as to this day, Alsatians carry out a tradition to honor the sacrifice of
the American soldiers who paid the ultimate price to liberate, not only their region, but the rest of the

free world from Nazism.
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