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To Hell and Back
‘The War’

Alumni recall
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They were so young when it 
happened. The biggest war our nation 
has known, fought mostly by American 
men—just kids, many of  them, too 
young to have finished school, married, 
or have had careers and children. Many 
were college students who hadn’t yet 
learned much about life, much less 
death. Some say they are our country’s 
greatest generation.

by Betsy Robertson I photography by Melissa Humble  
and courtesy of AU Special Collections and Archives

Six years ago, Emmy-winning 
documentarian Ken Burns and 
producer Lynn Novick embarked on 
an epic project to record the memories 
of  Americans who lived “The War” 
at home and overseas. The resulting 
14-hour documentary—which 
aired on PBS stations nationwide in 
September—featured four Auburn 
University alumni from Mobile, each 
affected by World War II in ways  
both subtle and profound. Here are 
their stories.
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AThe co-ed:  
Katharine Phillips ’44

Auburn sophomore Katharine 
“Kitty” Phillips and her room-
mate had just eaten lunch in the 
quad dining hall and walked back 
to Dormitory 2 for an afternoon of 
studying. It was Dec. 7, 1941.

“We couldn’t believe it—we 
heard all this crying and yelling,” 
Phillips recalls. “Some of the girls 
came flying down the hall … and 
they said, ‘Run turn your radio 
on! The Japanese have bombed 
Pearl Harbor!’ So we ran to our 
room, which was out on one of  
the wings, and turned it on and just 
sat all afternoon listening to (news 
reports). We knew this was war.”

Nearly 70 years have passed since 
Phil l ips and her fellow students 
gathered on the steps of Langdon 
Hal l the fol lowing day and l is-
tened over a portable loudspeaker 
as U.S. President Franklin Delano 
Roosevelt called for Congress to de-
clare war against Japan. 

“I look back on the picture now, 
and I realize most of us stood with 
our heads bowed, because we just 
knew our l ives would change,”  
Phillips says, eyes welling, voice  
wavering. “Here we’d been this de-
lightful college campus—playing 
football, having pep rallies, going to 
class—and then suddenly, we were 
in war, and all the boys would be 
gone, and we knew they’d be gone.

“By that next fall, the 
population on the cam-
pus was changing com-
pletely.”

About 3,700 students 
were enrolled in classes 
at Auburn University, 
then cal led Alabama 
Polytechnic Institute, 
when the United States 
entered World War II. 
Within two years, the  
student body was down 
to 1,710. Campus fields  
 

and facilities morphed into training 
grounds for groups of Army, Navy 
and Marine recruits.

“Our classes were small. …My 
huge chemistry class, which had been 
250, was down to 20, 30 …and to 
mostly women,” says Phillips, whose 
17-year-old brother, Sid, joined the 
Marines in January 1942 and fought 
in the battle for Guadalcanal.

In Auburn and everywhere else on 
the home front, rolling bandages and 
writing letters became a pastime.

“I think it had a great effect on my 
entire generation. All the boys were 
changed—all of them,” says Phil-
lips, who graduated in November 
1944.

Since “The War” aired last fall, 
Phillips has collected a boxful of 
letters from viewers and continues 
to get phone calls from around the 
country. Some are from children of 
veterans; many are from veterans 
themselves, anxious to share their 
own memories.

“They want to just talk to me and 
tell me their experiences, so I spend 
a lot of time listening to what they 
did during the war,” says Phillips, 
whose deep Southern drawl and  
wide smile punctuate much of the 
documentary’s seven episodes. 
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