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Activity: Words of War

Guiding question: 
How can eyewitness accounts personalize the story of war?
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Overview
Using interactive technology from the American Battle 
Monuments Commission, Ernie Pyle columns, a column from 
the Stars and Stripes, and primary and secondary sources, 
students will create an eyewitness account to personalize the 
story of war. 

Historical Context
The Battle of San Pietro was key in breaking through the 
Germans’  Winter Line and eventually capturing Rome. World 
War II correspondent Ernie Pyle had just returned to the 
Italian front after a hiatus in the States. He felt that he was in a 
writer’s slump and wanted to write what he felt he knew and 
that was the men of the American infantry. After returning 
from the San Pietro battlefield, Pyle locked himself in a hotel 
room to pour his heart into a personal piece on what he just 
witnessed. The result was “The Death of Captain Waskow.” It 
won Pyle a Pulitzer and made him a household name. 

Objectives
At the conclusion of this lesson, students will be able to

•	 Compare and contrast personalized accounts with a 
traditional news story;

•	 Understand the role of the Battle of San Pietro in the invasion of Italy; and

•	 Understand, interpret, and synthesize information about the role of journalism in World War II. 

Standards Connections 
Connections to Common Core 
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.9-10.3 Determine the central ideas or information of a primary or 
secondary source; provide an accurate summary of how key events or ideas develop over the 
course of the text.

 “I believe the impact of 
people in wartime is often 

overlooked to cover the 
battle strategies and details. 

Thousands of correspondents 
covered the war in Europe 

with a traditional news 
writing approach. However, 
World War II correspondent 

Ernie Pyle took a more 
personalized approach, often 
including himself in covering 
major battles. He became a 
household name because of 

the connection he made with 
the American GI and the 

American people.”
— Erin Coggins

Coggins teaches at Sparkman High School 
in Harvest, Alabama.

http://abmceducation.org
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CCSS.ELA- Literacy.W.11-12.2.C Use appropriate and varied transitions and syntax to link 
the major sections of the text, create cohesion, and clarify the relationships among complex 
ideas and concepts.

Connections to C3 Framework
D2.His.3.9-12. Use questions generated about individuals and groups to assess how the sig-
nificance of their actions changes over time and is shaped by the historical context.

D2.His.13.9-12. Critique the appropriateness of the historical sources used in a secondary 
interpretation.

Documents Used ★ indicates an ABMC source

Primary Sources
Ernie Pyle, “The Death of Captain Waskow,” January 10, 1944
Ernie Pyle Archive, The Media School, Indiana University 
http://mediaschool.indiana.edu/erniepyle/1944/01/10/the-death-of-captain-waskow/

Photograph, Ernie Pyle
Ernie Pyle Archive, The Media School, Indiana University

Photograph, Herman Ohme, c. 1930
United States Military Academy at West Point
http://apps.westpointaog.org/Memorials/Article/9019/

San Pietro
National Archives and Records Administration (111-CR-2)
https://archive.org/details/gov.archives.arc.24349

“‘Winter Line’s’ Outskirts Now in Hands of Yank Infantry,” December 21, 1943
Stars and Stripes

Secondary Sources
“The 88th Infantry Division in Italy”
National Museum of the United States Army
https://armyhistory.org/the-88th-infantry-division-in-italy/

http://abmceducation.org
http://mediaschool.indiana.edu/erniepyle/1944/01/10/the-death-of-captain-waskow/
http://apps.westpointaog.org/Memorials/Article/9019/
https://archive.org/details/gov.archives.arc.24349
https://armyhistory.org/the-88th-infantry-division-in-italy/
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“The Battles for San Pietro” 
U.S. Army Center for Military History
http://www.history.army.mil/books/wwii/winterline/winter-II.htm

Entering Italy Interactive Timeline ★
American Battle Monuments Commission
http://www.abmc.gov/sites/default/files/interactive/interactive_files/EI_Web/

Florence American Cemetery ★
American Battle Monuments Commission
https://www.abmc.gov/cemeteries-memorials/europe/florence-american-cemetery#

Herman Ohme, Fallen Hero Profile ★
American Battle Monuments Commission
http://www.abmceducation.org/understandingsacrifice/soldier/herman-ohme

Michael S. Sweeney, “Appointment at Hill 1205: Ernie Pyle and Captain Henry T. Waskow.”
Texas Military Forces Museum
http://www.texasmilitaryforcesmuseum.org/36division/archives/waskow/sect1.htm

Materials
•	 Ernie Pyle Handout

•	 Henry Waskow Handout  

•	 News Writing versus Feature Writing Handout

•	 Assessment Rubric

•	 Computer with internet and projection capability
•	 Highlighters or sticky notes

Lesson Preparation
•	 Make one copy of each of the following for each student:

◦◦ “‘Winter Line’s’ Outskirts Now in Hands of Yank Infantry”
◦◦ News Writing versus Feature Writing Handout
◦◦ Ernie Pyle Handout

◦◦ “The Death of Captain Waskow”

◦◦ Henry Waskow Handout
•	 Print (or share digitally) the secondary sources:

http://abmceducation.org
http://www.history.army.mil/books/wwii/winterline/winter-II.htm
http://www.abmc.gov/sites/default/files/interactive/interactive_files/EI_Web/
https://www.abmc.gov/cemeteries-memorials/europe/florence-american-cemetery#
http://www.abmceducation.org/understandingsacrifice/soldier/herman-ohme
http://www.texasmilitaryforcesmuseum.org/36division/archives/waskow/sect1.htm
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◦◦ Herman Ohme, Fallen Hero Profile
◦◦ “The 88th Infantry Division in Italy”

•	 Set up classroom technology, if necessary.
•	 Test all online resources before class.

Procedure
Activity One: The Battle of San Pietro (40 minutes) 

•	 Project the photograph of Herman Ohme from the ABMC Fallen Hero profile page.
◦◦ Ask students, What do you notice about this photograph?
◦◦ Play the eulogy for Herman Ohme from the ABMC Fallen Hero profile page. 
◦◦ Project the Entering Italy Interactive Timeline. Ask students to try to pinpoint the timeframe 

in which Ohme last fought. Click on “Oct. 9–15, 1943 Briefing” at the bottom of the interac-
tive. Using the encyclopedia scroll on the right side, click on San Pietro, Italy. Read the text 
aloud to students. 

•	 Point to the Battle of San Pietro, located halfway between Naples and Rome. Tell students the 
background of the Battle of San Pietro. The secondary source, “The Battles for San Pietro,” can 
provide background knowledge if needed.

•	 Show an excerpt from the film San Pietro. Play from 8:18 to 12:10. 
◦◦ Ask students to list with at least five facts about the Battle of San Pietro they learned from 

the film clip. Discuss these facts. 
•	 Distribute the “‘Winter Line’s’ Outskirts Now in Hands of Yank Infantry.” Lead a small or large-

group discussion with students using the following questions:
◦◦ What was in the Americans’ hands? What city had been captured?
◦◦ Describe the terrain the Americans had to endure.
◦◦ Describe the fighting the Americans had to endure.
◦◦ Describe the German strongholds that the Americans had to break through at this time.
◦◦ What is the Winter Line?
◦◦ How would you describe the writing style of the author of this article?

•	 Instruct students to look at the News Writing versus Feature Writing Handout. Ask them to read 
the hard news description and answer the first question. 

Activity Two: The Death of Captain Waskow (40 minutes)
•	 Project the photograph of Ernie Pyle.
•	 Give background of Pyle’s travels through the Italian campaign.
•	 Distribute “The Death of Captain Waskow.” Instruct students to highlight or put sticky notes to 

denote emotional words as they listen to the column being played (audio recording available 

http://abmceducation.org
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at the Indiana University website). 

•	 Instruct students to view the feature writing characteristics on the News Writing versus Feature 
Writing Handout. Instruct them to answer questions two through four.

◦◦ Discuss student responses.
•	 Project the photograph of Captain Henry Waskow. Read aloud to students the biography at 

the bottom of the Henry Waskow Handout. 

◦◦ Ask, Was Pyle correct in his assessment of Captain Waskow? 
◦◦ Instruct students to answer question five on the News Writing versus Feature Writing 

Handout. 

◦◦ Discuss student responses.

Assessment (50 minutes)
•	 Students will use the following prompt to write a feature story using Ernie Pyle’s personal 

touch.
•	 Prompt: Using the information from the Herman Ohme Fallen Hero Profile and the “88th Infantry 

Division in Italy” secondary source, write a feature story like “The Death of Captain Waskow” about 
the reaction to Ohme’s death on the battlefield. 

•	 The article can be assessed using the Assessment Rubric.

Methods for Extension
•	 Students with interest in Ernie Pyle’s columns may read more columns and choose a battle from 

which Pyle reported to write their own version of the story. Pyle’s “Omaha Beach after D-Day” is 
a great example. 

•	 Teachers can show students a photograph of the makeshift memorial American GIs created 
at Pyle’s gravesite. Instruct students to design their own memorial for Pyle. What would it say? 
What symbols would be used?

•	 Students could write a biographical sketch of Ernie Pyle to learn more about how he got started in 
the journalism business and his career before the war as a travel writer. 

Adaptations
•	 Students who struggle with writing could outline their story or create a list of questions that 

would be asked to soldiers present at the Battle of San Pietro.

http://abmceducation.org
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Ernie Pyle. Courtesy of Ernie Pyle Archive, The Media School, 
Indiana University 

Ernie Pyle Handout

Indiana native Ernie Pyle was a World War II correspondent. He reported to Europe in December 
1940 to cover the impact of German bombardment of London on ordinary citizens. His columns 
soon began running in the Stars and Stripes, the daily newspaper for U.S. personnel. 

After a stint back in the U.S. to handle personal business, Pyle shipped to North Africa to report from 
the front. He reported from this area and from the Italian campaign until 1943. Here Pyle covered the 
sickening carnage and the amorality of wartime killing. It was also during the Italian campaign that 
Pyle would win a Pulitzer Prize for his wartime column, “The Death of Captain Waskow.” Pyle became 
a household name in the U.S. due to his extremely personal and sometimes humorous stories of the 
American GI. Americans on the home-
front were eager to read Pyle’s columns, 
hoping for a glimpse of their loved one’s 
name.

Pyle reported to England in spring 1944 
and covered the Normandy landings in 
June 1944. Pyle headed to the Pacific 
Theater of operations in early 1945, 
eventually reaching Okinawa and his 
beloved Marines. Pyle was on the small 
island of Ie Shima when a bullet from 
a Japanese sniper pierced his temple, 
killing him instantly. He is buried at the 
National Memorial Cemetery of the 
Pacific in Honolulu, Hawaii.

* One of the Foundation’s objectives is to keep alive the 
legacy of Ernie Pyle and his writings.  The Foundation 
is, in fact, the assignee of rights in various of Pyle’s 
columns.  However, the copyright ownership of Pyle’s 
works is not always entirely clear (with rights in certain 
of Pyle’s writings held by the Foundation, by 
various publishers, and by various other parties).  
Accordingly, the Foundation hereby grants you 
the requested permission, but makes no war-
ranties, express or implied, with respect to its 
ownership of the Pyle materials in question or that it 
possesses the rights in the Pyle materials for which you 
have requested permission.

http://abmceducation.org
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Henry Waskow Handout

Henry T. Waskow graduated from Belton High School in Texas in 1935. He was the student council 
president and had the highest grade point average of any male graduate from his class. He attended 
Temple Junior College through 1937 and graduated from Trinity University with a bachelor’s degree 
in English in 1939. 

Waskow joined Company I of the Texas National Guard along with his two brothers, August and John 
Otto. It was tough times financially, and the three brothers joined to help support their family. 

Waskow was a natural born leader. He was promoted to corporal before the company was activated 
to report to Camp Bowie, Texas, for further training. He rose to lieutenant at Camp Bowie and was 
chosen to participate in officer’s training which sent him to Fort Benning, Georgia. 

When he reported to the Mediterranean in September  
of 1942, Henry was captain of Company B of the 36th 
Texas Division. This division ultimately succeeded in 
driving the Germans off the mountains surrounding 
the tiny village of San Pietro, Italy. This battle lasted 
from December 8–17, 1943. This success came at the 
cost of 80 percent of Waskow’s company losing their 
lives in battle. 

Captain Henry Waskow lost his life on December 14, 
1943, and was immortalized in Ernie Pyle’s column, 
“The Death of Captain Waskow.”  Waskow is buried in 
the Sicily-Rome American Cemetery in Nettuno, Italy. 

Captain Henry Waskow, Courtesy of Erin Coggins

http://abmceducation.org
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News Writing versus Feature Writing Handout

Hard News: Hard news stories move briskly through the five W’s (who, what, where, when, and why)
and the H (how), packing in just the facts that will give readers a clear picture of the news. Bare facts are 
everything in hard news, and even quotes should be focused on the facts of the story.
 
Feature Story: Reader interest is the primary focus of feature stories. Facts are still included but are sur-
rounded by emotion, mood, irony, humor, and detailed description. Personal observation is vital in a 
feature story. Quotes must say or show something. A feature story communicates the truth (like a news 
story) but in a different way than hard news. 

Questions:

1. “‘Winter Line’s’ Outskirts Now in Hands of Yank Infantry” is a hard news story. What qualities does the 
article have that make it a hard news story?

2. “The Death of Captain Waskow” is a feature story. What qualities does the article have that make it a 
feature story?

http://abmceducation.org
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News Writing versus Feature Writing Handout cont.

3. How is the tone different in “The Death of Captain Waskow” than it is in “Winter Line”?

4. In what ways does “The Death of Captain Waskow” tell some of the facts read about in “The Winter 
Line”?

5. Which article is more interesting to read? Why?

http://abmceducation.org


ABMCEDUCATION.ORG 
American Battle Monuments Commission | National History Day | Roy Rosenzweig Center for History and New Media

ABMCEDUCATION.ORG 
American Battle Monuments Commission | National History Day | Roy Rosenzweig Center for History and New Media

Activity: Words of War | Rubric

Assessment Rubric
Prompt: Using the information from the Herman Ohme Fallen Hero Profile and the “88th Infantry 
Division in Italy” secondary source, write a feature story like “The Death of Captain Waskow” about 
the reaction to Ohme’s death on the battlefield. 

Advanced Proficient Basic Emerging

Headline Article has a headline 
that captures attention 
and accurately 
describes the content.

Article has a headline 
that accurately 
describes the content.

Article has a headline 
that does not accurately 
describe the content. 

Article does not include 
a headline. 

Lead and 
Supporting 
Details

The lead sentence 
focuses the article and 
details are clear and 
supportive. 

The lead sentence tells 
most important details 
and details are clear 
but need to be more 
developed. 

The lead sentence is not 
clearly connected to 
the article and details 
do not focus the topic.

The lead sentence is 
not clear and details 
are not clear or do not 
focus the article. 

Ernie Pyle Style The article is a solid 
mixture of facts and 
Ernie Pyle’s signature 
emotional style.

The article contains 
some facts but clearly 
has Ernie Pyle’s 
signature emotional 
style. 

The article is more 
heavy on facts than on 
Ernie Pyle’s signature 
emotional style.

The article fails to 
capture the style of 
Ernie Pyle.

Historical 
Perspective

The article contains 
specific historical 
details like dates, 
statistics, and facts.

The article contains 
some historical details, 
including dates and 
facts. 

The article contains 
some historical details 
but fails to include 
dates and specific facts. 

The article fails to 
include historical facts. 

Spelling and 
Grammar

No spelling or grammar 
errors.

No more than two 
spelling or grammar 
errors.

No more than three 
spelling or grammar 
errors.

Multiple spelling and 
grammar errors.

http://abmceducation.org
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Ernie Pyle, “The Death of Captain Waskow,” January 10, 1944, p1
Ernie Pyle Archive, The Media School, Indiana University 

http://abmceducation.org
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Ernie Pyle, “The Death of Captain Waskow,” January 10, 1944, p2
Ernie Pyle Archive, The Media School, Indiana University 

http://abmceducation.org
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Ernie Pyle, “The Death of Captain Waskow,” January 10, 1944, p3
Ernie Pyle Archive, The Media School, Indiana University

* One of the Foundation’s objectives is to keep alive the legacy of Ernie Pyle and his writings.  The Foundation is, in fact, the assignee of rights 
in various of Pyle’s columns.  However, the copyright ownership of Pyle’s works is not always entirely clear (with rights in certain of Pyle’s 
writings held by the Foundation, by various publishers, and by various other parties).  Accordingly, the Foundation hereby grants you the 
requested permission, but makes no warranties, express or implied, with respect to its ownership of the Pyle materials in question or that it 
possesses the rights in the Pyle materials for which you have requested permission.
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Photograph, Ernie Pyle
Ernie Pyle Archive, The Media School, Indiana University

* One of the Foundation’s objectives is to keep alive the legacy of Ernie Pyle and his writings.  The Foundation is, in fact, the assignee of rights 
in various of Pyle’s columns.  However, the copyright ownership of Pyle’s works is not always entirely clear (with rights in certain of Pyle’s 
writings held by the Foundation, by various publishers, and by various other parties).  Accordingly, the Foundation hereby grants you the 
requested permission, but makes no warranties, express or implied, with respect to its ownership of the Pyle materials in question or that it 
possesses the rights in the Pyle materials for which you have requested permission.
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Photograph, Herman Ohme, c. 1930
United States Military Academy at West Point
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“‘Winter Line’s’ Outskirts Now in Hands of Yank Infantry,” 
December 21, 1943, p1
Stars and Stripes 
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“‘Winter Line’s’ Outskirts Now in Hands of Yank Infantry,” 
December 21, 1943, cont.
Stars and Stripes 
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