The Millionth Yank
by Linda Hebdige

| responded to a post from the Maritime Archaeology Trust asking for volunteers to help search the
archives at The Civic Centre, looking for any info on the American D Day wall. While searching, | found
some interesting photos and articles on 'The Millionth Yank,' and | became intrigued.

On a chilly day in Oct 1944, Private Paul S Shimer Jr was in a line of men walking up the gangplank of
a troop ship headed for Normandy, which was harboured in Southampton docks. The Mayor of
Southampton, Rex Stranger, was waiting to meet the millionth American soldier to embark from the
boat, who was Private Paul S Shimer Jr (15th Infantry, 3rd Division, Seventh Army) from Pennsylvania.
Greetings were exchanged between the men. There was no time for much more, but the Gl showed
the mayor a photo of his wife and 3-year-old daughter, and they did promise to meet after the war
was over.

Southern Railway Photograph dated 25" October 1944 No 966/3 (Southampton City Archives D/Z 472)

Private Shimer went to Cherbourg next and was promoted to sergeant, then within days, was on his
way to the front. His bravery, when he was wounded in combat, resulted in him being decorated with
the Purple Heart and Bronze Star for meritorious achievement. Just three months later, at the age of
27, Sgt. Shimer was killed by two German land mines. He died on the 14th April 1945, just twenty four
days from the cessation of hostilities. He is buried in St. Avold in France. Mayor Stranger never
forgot his promise, and in 1947, he and his wife visited Sgt. Shimer's widow Marian and young
daughter Patricia Ann. They visited Chambersburg a few times over the years, and even helped to set
up a college trust fund for Paul's daughter.



| soon became intrigued by this story, and wondered what had become of little Patricia Ann. | offered
to do some more searching. | researched online, looked at obituaries and even contacted the
newspaper in Pennsylvania, The Public Opinion. The same newspaper that had published the original
article in 1944. Public Opinion printed my article asking for any info on the Shimer family. It had quite
a good response. | discovered that his widow remarried and moved to Maryland. Patricia went to
college there. Eventually, | received an email from Sgt Shimer's niece and good news. Patricia is alive
and well and lives in Idaho. What started off as an offer to help research for the American Wall became
a very rewarding search.
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Mr and Mrs StrangeAl; meeting officials in Chamersburg. Sothampton City Archives ref SRO D/Z 472




A Transcription of the broadcast made by R J Stranger C.B.E at the Empire Broadcasting Corporation
Studios, New York on Sunday June 1%, 1947 ‘We the People’ Programme. (held at Southampton City
Archives ref D/Z 428 Acc 3925)

Mr Bolton

Here at our Gulf Oil microphone is a distinguished visitor from across the sea. He arrived here just one
week ago and tonight we have asked him here to tell us of the special mission that brought him here
— his Honour the wartime Mayor of Southampton — England. Me R J Stranger. Welcome to America
Mayor Stranger.

R J Stranger

Thank you, Mr Bolton. I’'m beginning to fee | quite at home, during the war you know millions of Yanks
passed through or were stationed in Southampton. | got to know a lot of them and more that once
while we’d be talking, your boys would ask if someday my wife and | could come to America and visit
them and their families. Well Mr Bolton, that is why I’'m here, to see many of my old friends and see
the places they talked about so much. But there is one soldiers family | specially wanted to visit, and
he is the Yank | would like to tell you about.

Mr Bolton
Please go right ahead Mr Stranger.

R J Stranger:

“I was down at the docks at Southampton one morning to watch the ships, the ships that took the
Americans and the British into the fighting across the channel, | always tried to eb around to wish the
men good luck, but this particular morning | was waiting for the man who would be the millionth yank
to leave Southampton for the Battle of Europe. The olive drab line marched past me up the gang plank
and then one man, a sergeant was called out. He was the millionth Yank. We had our picture taken
together, it all happened so quickly that we didn’t have much time to talk, | didn’t even get his name,
but | do remember he said he had a wide and a baby girl at home. | told him to come back and visit
my wife and me and | would help him to start his daughter in life, he said he would and then her was
gone. | never saw that man again.

Army headquarters told me that he was Sergeant Paul Shimer of Chamersburg Pennsylvania and that
he had been killed in action advancing into Germany. My wife and | talked about Sergeant Shimer and
his family in the Untied States. We knew we wanted to visit them, but we wanted to do more than
that, to help show what we in England through of the millionth yank and all his gallant comrades in
arms, so in Southampton | started a trust fund for his little girl, and now tonight this little girl, Patricia,
six years old, and her mother are here with me.

Mrs Shimer

Three years ago, | was just like millions of other American wives left at home along. | had Paul’s picture
in the Sergeants unform and the letters that didn’t come often enough. It was the same day that the
war department released the telegram saying our local newspaper would be printing a picture of
Mayor Stranger and my husband as the one millionth yank to sail from Southampton, but it wasn’t till
this Memorial Day that | discovered how very Kind Mayor Stranger is. The trust fund for Pat $4,000
will give her the education | want her to have so much. | couldn’t possibly have done it myself.

R J Stranger
Then some day you and Pat will come to Southampton to stay with me wife and me for a while, won’t
you? You will make the visit your husband Sergeant Shimer planned. We will be waiting to welcome



you warmly, for its sergeant Shimer, the millionth Yank and men like him, of many nationalities, that
made our lives and peace today possible. We in Great Britain will never forget them.
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