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War Wounds 
By Victoria Otto Franzese 

 
On August 8, 1944, my dad sent his mother the following letter: 
 

Dear Mom, 
 
Well here I am finally back with our own U.S. troops once more even though I am cooped up in a 
hospital at present. My story of all the adventure that has happened to me would make good 
material for several books. 
 
Last January, we left for the Anzio front, where I was taken prisoner by the Jerries. After 3 weeks, 
I escaped a prison train en route to Germany. The months March and May I lived with the Italian 
people and April, June and July with the Italian partisans, always in the vicinity of Florence. Life 
with the partisans was full of excitement as we were constantly sabotaging German supply lines. 
Last Thursday night I walked through to the British lines where I was finally in friendly country 
after six months. Friday night the Tommies were taking me to intelligence and our truck hit a 
mine. My left foot is slightly fractured, but nothing to worry about for soon I’ll be catching that 
boat for the States.   
 
Hope the whole family is full of kick and pep as I. Tell everyone to write me. Thanks. 
 
Your loving son,  
 
Victori 

 
It was the first his family had heard from him since he had been shipped abroad nine months earlier. 
They had never received any of the letters he had sent since leaving the States, which was not 
uncommon, given the difficulty of maintaining proper postal services on the battlefield. They had 
however, received notification from the Army that he was Missing-in-Action, which they knew could 
mean that he had been killed and his body had not yet been recovered. While they had always held out 
hope that he was still alive, it was an enormous relief, at last, to know for sure. 
 
In his typical low-key fashion, my father didn’t mention his most serious injury in his letter. He   had 
severed his right thumb as he jumped from the moving train, leaving him with a stub below the knuckle 
and an exposed nerve. The Italian partisans who took him in and cared for him had paid for a doctor to 
look at the thumb but there wasn’t much the doctor could do for my dad aside from cleaning the wound 
and bandaging it up: they were in German-controlled territory and taking an escaped American soldier 
to the hospital for more complete care was impossible. So my father lived with the pain for more than a 
year, until he finally made it back to the United States and had surgery to shorten the nerve and a skin 
graft to cover the stub. Knowing that he would never have full use of his thumb again, Dad did what he 
always did: he made do, performing some tasks with his left hand, managing others with the four fingers 
and stub on his right. 
 
In his letter, my father also downplayed the damage done to his foot. Not only did he have broken toes 
(which were set improperly the first time, so had to be re-broken and re-set), but his foot and lower leg 
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were full of tiny bits of shrapnel. Even after multiple surgeries and more than a year of hospitalization, 
the doctors were unable to remove all of the pieces of metal or completely fix his toes. For the rest of 
my father’s life, the shrapnel caused him pain and discomfort (and caused him to set off metal 
detectors) and his disfigured feet required regular medical attention. 
 
But my father never wanted to be considered disabled. He was always quick to note that there were 
many people worse off than he was. As he wrote to his father during the war, “I’m lucky. I got back to 
the States. I’ve seen guys go back to combat with fingers missing and half paralyzed.”ii And of course, 
many of his buddies didn’t make it back from the war at all. 
 
No matter what happened, my dad always tried to focus on the positive aspects of his life. Even in the 
long months when he was hospitalized, he exulted, “I have my own radio, plenty of visitors who want to 
hear me tell stories, and plenty of books to read.”iii 
 
To some extent, it was his nature to be humble and grateful for anything he had. But he had also had a 
life-changing experience when he was on the run in Italy after jumping from the train. Amazingly, he had 
survived against all odds. He was on the run in a country he didn’t know, among people who spoke a 
language he didn’t speak, sought by enemies that he couldn’t always distinguish from those willing to 
help him. He was twenty years old and had never been out of the United States before. Yet not only did 
he endure, but he gathered strength from the knowledge that strangers had put their lives at risk to 
help him, that hungry families had shared what little food they had, and that poor peasants had literally 
given him the shirts off their backs so that he could get rid of the conspicuous G.I. uniform.  
 
For the rest of his life (and he lived to be 87 years old), my father remembered his good fortune in 
surviving multiple brushes with death as well as the kindness that had been shown to him by the Italian 
patriots. In a later letter to his family he wrote: 
 

You know I used to think that I could do just so much but now that I’m back from the Italian 
Mountains, well there’s nothing impossible. I’m going to get well soon and regardless of physical 
handicaps—limp of my foot or my right hand—I’ll do it and show them.iv 

 
And he did. Despite his disabilities, he lived a fairly normal, active life. He married and had four children. 
He founded a commercial printing business that prospered for decades. He did his best to give back to 
the Italian people who had taken care of him, sending care packages to them after the war, visiting them 
when he could, and hosting them when they came to the United States. Best of all, he showed people all 
around him that his physical limitations did not have to define or restrict him. 

i Otto, Victor B. Letter to Ethel Otto. 8 Aug. 1944. MS. Military Base, Italy, n.p. 
ii Otto, Victor B. Letter to Victor G. Otto. 23 Oct. 1944. MS. Newton D. Baker General Hospital, Martinsburg, West 
Virginia. 
iii Otto, Victor B. Letter to Ethel Otto. 17 Oct. 1944. MS. Newton D. Baker General Hospital, Martinsburg, West 
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iv Otto, Victor B. Letter to Ethel Otto and Victor G. Otto. 9 Nov. 1944. MS. Newton D. Baker General Hospital, 
Martinsburg, West Virginia. 
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