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WASECA — In 1943, 19-year-old Stewart Peterson of Blooming Prairie joined the U.S. Army to fight 
in World War II. This year he relived the experience. 
 
Now 85 and a retired Waseca school teacher, Peterson was one of the World War II veterans on board a 
Southeast Minnesota Honor Flight to Washington, D.C. to visit the memorial that honors the 16 million 
Americans who served in the armed forces, the more than 400,000 who died and the millions who 
supported the war effort at home. 
 
The World War II Memorial was dedicated in 2004. The next year, Honor Flights began when a retired 
Air Force captain discovered that many of this nation’s WWII veterans might never get to see the 
memorial in person. 
 
The first flight took place in May 2005 when 12 veterans were flown from Virginia to the capital. 
 
By the end of 2006, 891 WWII veterans had visited the memorial, according to the Web site, 
www.honorflight.org, and in 2008, the goal is to bring 12,000 veterans from across the U.S. to the 
memorial. 
 
An Honor Flight costs a WWII veteran nothing except the trip to the airport, Peterson said. His larger 
group of 85 veterans was split into groups of eight, with three guardians assigned to each small group. 
The guardians pay $450 each for the opportunity to accompany the vets to the memorial; sponsors and 
donors pay for costs for the veterans. 

 
Peterson’s flight took off at 8 a.m. and returned to Rochester 
International Airport at 10 p.m. on April 19. The veterans 
visited the memorials to World War II, Iwo Jima, the Korean 
War, and the Vietnam War. 
 
Many of the now elderly veterans visited the memorials in 
wheelchairs pushed by volunteers. Peterson said the 
wheelchair made it possible for him to make the trip. 
 
And like the other veterans who visited the “Jewel of the 
Mall,” Peterson recalled his own unique war experience that 
included his mother’s death exactly one year to the day of 
his enlistment. 
 

He had joined the U.S. Army in 1943, trained in the States for two years in tank and armory conflict 
before shipping off to Europe for the end of the Battle of the Bulge. 
 
Peterson was a light tank driver for Co. D, 9th Tank Batallion of the 20th Armored Division — the 20th 
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Liberators — and a three-strip sergeant. 
 
Most of the men in the division were from Minnesota and other Upper Midwest agricultural states, he 
said. They all knew how to drive because, like him, they had driven tractors, trucks and cars in their 
youth. He decided that the Army knew what it was doing in the way it organized the troops. 
 
He was part of a five-man tank crew — commander, driver, assistant driver, gunner and support person. 
 
“I drove an Abrams light tank. It had a 75 mm canon, a 50 cal machine gun and two 30 cal machine 
guns as armament. Our division as credited with the liberation of Dachau POT camp,” he said in a 
description of his military service. 
 
He recalls driving his tank through towns across Europe but never having much action because they 
were moving all the time. The exception was a trip from Wurzberg, Germany to Munich that ended in 
Salzburg, Austria. 
 
And while they were mostly unchallenged as they drove through cities at high speed, Peterson 
remembers one incident when he discovered that their helmets, which hung on turrets on the outside of 
the tank, were riddled with bullets by the time they got out of town. That experience made the reality of 
the war real to him, Peterson said. 
 
And the sound of a muzzle blast, Peterson said, was beyond description. He attributes his loss of hearing 
to the days in the tanks, when they never wore any ear protection. Teaching shop at Waseca High School 
for many years, “finished the job” on his hearing. Today Peterson uses hearing aids to help him 
compensate for the damage done to his ears. 
 
He remembers the “bad faces of war;” the solider who threw out a grenade, only to have it explode in 
his hand when he picked it up a couple minutes later, thinking it was a dud. 
 
And the tank that stopped on the middle of a bridge and was blown apart as Peterson’s unit watched. 
 
He remembers seeing Generals Dwight Eisenhower and George Patton and visiting Hitler’s Eagles Nest, 
the Blue Lake and Mad King Ludwig’s Castle while on leave. 
 
In August 1945 the 20th Division was headed for the invasion of Japan when the atomic bomb was 
dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, bringing the war to an end. 
 
"We were supposed to hit the shores of Tokyo on Christmas Day, but the war ended ... there were a lot 
of happy guys,” Peterson remembers. 
 
“When you stop and think about it, I think it was worth it myself,” he said about President Harry 
Truman’s decision to use the bomb to save American lives that would be lost in an invasion of mainland 
Japan. 
 
His unit got “quick discharges” based on a point system and he came home in 1946. He received the 
Bronze Star, Good Conduct Medal and the European Theater Operations medal. 
 
He married in 1953, raised a family and taught in Waseca. When he and his wife, Eileen, celebrated 
their 50th wedding anniversary, Peterson’s WWII commander came to Waseca for the occasion. 
 
On the book shelf in the Peterson living room are a replica of a tank like the one the young Sgt. Peterson 



drove, and a German officer’s dress knife that he “picked up somewhere” in Europe. On the wall is a 
picture of the Soldiers Field Memorial in Rochester including pavers with the names of Peterson and his 
five siblings who all served their country in the armed forces. 
 
Visiting the World War II Memorial was a day to remember, Peterson said. He has written to the 
sponsors and thanked them for “the fine gesture.” 
 
“The WWII Memorial brought back a lot of memories,” Peterson said. “I was really impressed all the 
way through; it was a great thing they did for us.” 
 
Eileen Peterson made the same trip a week earlier with another group a week before her husband and 
also experienced the WWII Memorial. She urges other World War II veterans to take advantage of an 
Honor Flight the next time it is available. 
 
“It was really appreciated by all the guys,” Peterson said. 
 
 
 
Ruth Ann Hager may be reached at 507 837-5546 or rhager@wasecacountynews.com. 
 


