A Marine from Burr, Nebraska
By Russ Bryan

Seeing the number of WW II veterans dwindling at an alarming rate, and wishing that my father had
passed on more about his war experiences in Belgium, France, Germany, and Austria, made me think
about a veteran I knew in my childhood. He passed away many years ago. He never married and had no
children. I wondered, who will tell his story? With some research and records obtained from the
National Personnel Records Center, I begin this writing.
The story of a person’s life can reveal a fascinating journey. It is too bad that many such stories slip
away without people learning of them. I will try to describe a story that shouldn’t be allowed to fade so
quickly. In our lives we see people every day, but often don’t get to know much about them. We don’t
know where they have been, what they have done, and many times, just how that person became to be
where they are.
In describing this particular story, something that plays a role is a small rural Nebraska community, a
little of its history, a few of the people in it, and some of my childhood there. Military topics and some
history are also mentioned, along with information regarding records and research, in case the
genealogy bug may bite you some day.
As a child, I came to know just about everyone in the village of Burr, Otoe County, Nebraska. The town’s
population hovered somewhere around 100 people during the mid-1960’s into the 1970’s. Depending
on the source, the population of Burr may have been as high as 250 in the 1890’s. Another source
mentions the village’s population peaked at 133 people in 1920.
I was raised on a farm near Burr. Burr was where I attended grade school just after our little country
school; Arbor Grove (District # 94) closed down in about 1963. Back then I usually considered people
only as I knew them at the time. I was too young to understand they had lives before I came into the
picture. One man that I usually saw in Burr but didn’t know very much about was Otto Sillman. I knew
that he lived alone in a small white house on a lot just north and east of the ball diamond. He eventually
moved a new mobile home onto this lot and the old white house disappeared. In the summer, he would
often be found on one of the benches just in front of the grocery or hardware store, with a few other
older gentlemen of the community.
He was a grey-haired, slender man, and was more reserved than the rest of the good-natured older
men, as they told stories and joked. I considered them all the “bench men”. Otto was kind and pleasant
toward me. In the winter, he would often grin and say that I should get a cap on my head so my ears
wouldn’t freeze. Kids quickly learn who may be a grouchy old man, and who is not. This wasn’t a
concern with Otto. He was a nice guy.

I could always count on one of the bench men to ask me questions, or kid me about something every
time we went into town. I actually looked forward to it. I now see how older people get enjoyment out
of kids in this manner. You never know what kids will come up with. This is something that younger
adults don’t always have time for. They have many other matters to deal with; careers, and interests,
but older people take time and make time to enjoy kids.
On Saturday evenings, the wives of some of these men would occupy their own bench. Their bench
appeared to be a well-worn church pew which was along the east wall, inside the air-conditioned
grocery store. This was a more proper place for the ladies, than outside in the dust and weather.
I would listen to the bench men talk, and listen more closely if there was a joke or something that I was
not supposed to hear. From time to time, I would hear one of them refer to Otto as, “The General”. I
thought it was another one of their many jokes, because this man in overalls certainly didn’t look to me
like any soldier that I could imagine, not to mention a general! There is truth to the phrases care-free
kid, and the innocence of youth. When I heard them call him “The General”, I wondered if the bench
men were pulling one of their many pranks to see if someone would bite. All that I knew was I wasn’t
going to be the one to take the bait; so I just listened.
I listened to many stories. On the north side of Burr’s Main Street, was the bank, the drug store, the
hardware store, and the grocery store. To the east of this was the café, post office, and barber shop.
The small lumber yard was farther west. On the south side of the street was the gas station and
Farmers Co-op Elevator. A small coin operated laundry evolved in a quonset-type building also on the
south side of Main Street, and farther east on this side of the street was the grade school. It had been a
high school up to 1959. As summer turned into fall, during some of the harvest seasons a huge pile of
corn would appear on Main Street in between the businesses and the elevator. The elevator would get
too full, and there wasn’t anywhere to store the corn, so it was piled on Main Street until it could be
loaded out.
The bench men would discuss any topic under the sun, and many dealt with the past. As a 9 year-old
boy in the mid-1960s after spending time with the bench men, I could tell anyone considerable
information about the dreadful Blizzard of 1888, the Great Depression, the hard winter of 1936, and a
host of other subjects. I knew that a Model “A” Ford would go through more mud and snow than any
modern car, because of its narrow bicycle-like tires, not to mention ground clearance about two feet
high. “Put chains on one, and you’d have to really work at it to get it stuck!”
By the time I was finished re-telling some of these stories, anyone would have been certain that I had
lived through it all. Kids are like sponges, they soak up everything. They may not be able to discern if it
is a line or not, but they still soak it up.

One of our local men was a loveable character. He specialized in philosophy. He was always good for a
commentary from his perspective, on any situation and I never saw him in a bad mood. If you listened to
him very long, you might just lean toward the notion that he single-handedly whipped Kaiser Wilhelm
himself, when he “went across the pond” in World War 1, and then danced with the Kaiser’s wife when
it was all over! These were truly fun people to be around. It was enjoyable to see what they were going
to say next.
There were humorous conversations, but some were a little more serious. One day, I asked my mom
why the guys in Burr called Otto, “The General”. She said, “Didn’t you know? He was captured in the
Philippines during the war. They held him for a long time. Many men starved to death in those camps.
They hit him in the teeth with the butt of a rifle and who knows what else he went through.” With this, I
was caught off-guard. I just couldn’t imagine him ever being in a predicament like that! Those were
things I saw in war movies, but it happened to him? It just didn’t seem possible. That was my clue that
this man was someone aside from the overall-clad man that I usually saw when we went to town.
It dawned on me then that the man I saw chuckling with the other bench men hadn’t always looked the
way he did, and maybe wasn’t quite even the same person who I knew just a little about.
Burr is a village in a farm community just north east of the confluence of the South Fork - Little Nemaha
River and Saunders Creek. People in the area were largely of German descent, and this was evident in
many of their names. German names can often be traced to origins associated with something about a
particular person or family maybe hundreds of years prior. An example would be the surname
Rademacher. In the area, it was pronounced like “rod-a-mocker”. In German, it translates to wheel
maker, and was the family name of an elderly couple; Broer and Mary Rademacher who were our
neighbors out on the farm and later moved into Burr.
Another German name belonged to the custodian of our grade school in Burr; Albert Engel. He told me
once that he was born in 1894; the same year in which my grandfather was born. Albert was in his 70’s
when I went to school in Burr. He cleaned and maintained the school (District 101) attended by about
35 students and 3 teachers. He was a special and kind man. I remember that during our fire drills at
school, he liked to rapidly pull the string on an older brass bell on the wall, instead of activating the
normal electric fire alarm. I can still see him with a pleased grin, rapidly pulling that bell string as we
filed by. That bell sounded more like one from a boxing match. Albert obviously liked its non-electric,
dependable, simplicity.
Whether he realized it or not, by example he taught kids how to be humble and he also imparted a work
ethic. Albert’s last name in German is “angel”. And so it was with many names in the community.
These were good, hard-working German farm people of whom their ancestors would have been proud.

Early records concerning Burr (originally Burr Oak) show that a post office of that name appeared in
1869. The area was eventually surveyed, and tracks of the Missouri Pacific Railroad were in place by the
late 1880’s. The 1880’s is cited as a decade of the largest settlement period of the Great Plains.

Note – Some of the information that follows is from records, including census information. Keep in
mind that census information may only be as accurate as the census taker at the time it was recorded. It
should not always be taken as completely accurate. For genealogical purposes, census records should
be compared against other available records for verification. Inconsistencies and misspellings are
entirely possible and are evident in many census records. Don’t put all of your eggs into a census
basket. Put yourself in the place of providing information to a census-taker, while you have work
pending and half-dozen kids to care for, and you may understand how these things occur. Multi-tasking
is not a new concept, and has contributed to mistakes probably for as long as mankind has existed.
There is another consideration with names for the time periods involved. Photo identification
documents or even ID cards hadn’t been invented. People were pretty much just who they said they
were. Many times over, European names became Americanized. Wilhelm became Bill, Ferdinand
became Fred, and a Gustav may turn into Gus. A girl with the first name of Wilhelmina may shorten it,
or go by a middle name for convenience sake.
The name of Otto Sillman’s mother Tilli, appears spelled differently in each census that I could locate.
Her signature appears as “Tilli” in government documents, but shows as “Ottilie”, “Otelia” and “Matilda”
elsewhere, while her headstone reads, “Tillie”. It is also understandable that a mother with a name of
“Ottilie” may have selected the name “Otto” for a son.
Concerning the census, also keep in mind that people sometimes question the purpose the government
has in asking some of the questions they do in a census. They may answer accordingly. With the 2010
Federal Census I heard, “What business is all of this of Uncle Sam’s?” I found it noteworthy that the
Federal Census of 1930 asked if the household was equipped with a radio set. Maybe the government
was interested in technology back then, or maybe in a means to communicate with people.

Henry County, Illinois, marriage records reflect the marriage of August H.W. Sillman and Ottilie Wolter,
on 14 Sep 1882.
The 12th Federal Census of 1900 shows the family of August H. and Otelia Sillman, not in Burr, but in
Magor Township, Hancock County, Iowa. It indicates that both were originally from Germany, and they
had been married for 18 years. Children at home in this census; William A. (16), Ferdinand W. (15),
Helen (14), Hattie (12), Emma S. (10), Henry A. (9), Ida A. (7), Edward A. (5) and Ella C. (3)
Military records for Otto August Sillman show that he was born 12 May 1908, at Kingfisher, Oklahoma.
One could assume that at a point between 1900 and 1908, the family moved from Iowa to Oklahoma.

The 13th Federal Census of 1910 places this family in Kingfisher Township, Kingfisher County, Oklahoma.
This census shows August and Tilly, a 17-year old daughter “Edith” who didn’t appear in the 1900 census
(the age coincides with that of “Ida” from the previous census). Again, consider the names of Ida and
Edith, add in a possible German accent or two, some multi-tasking and you have? One could take
another a risky chance and deduce that Edith and Ida are one in the same. This was not verified with
other records. The addition to the family in the 1910 census was Otto. William, Ferdinand, and Helen,
were into their 20’s when the 1910 census was taken, and no longer appeared in this household.
Researching additional documents revealed that Tilli Sillman may have moved to the Burr area at some
point in 1910.
World War 1 impacted the Burr area. Imagine a young man in the military going off to fight a war in the
same country his parents immigrated from. There had to be worries that they may end up fighting their
own relatives!
A draft registration card appears for “Edd A. Sillman”, from Burr, Nebraska. It shows his birth date as 8
May 1895. This coincides with census information to be the older brother of Otto Sillman. The card
shows that he was employed as a farm hand on the Fred Damme farm in 1917. The card is signed Ed. A.
Sillman. Information shows that Edward A. Sillman, son of Tillie Sillman, enlisted in the U.S. Army in
1917, served in Colorado, Texas, North Carolina, and in England with the 309th Aero Squadron.
The first twenty years after 1900 were for the most part, favorable for Burr area farmers. Grain prices
were up. World War 1 called for increased demands toward victory. This is the period where one
source mentions the highest population of Burr as 133 people, in 1920.
The U.S. Federal Census for 1920 at the village of Burr, South Branch Township, Otoe County, Nebraska,
shows Matilda Sillman (57) widow, as head of house, with sons Edward A. (23) and Otto (11).
The early 1920’s in Nebraska were a period of change. Changes in agriculture don’t all happen
overnight, but transition a little more gradually. During the 1920’s many Nebraska farmers still used
horses and mules to work the fields. The behemoth steam engine tractors were more suited for
threshing, and work in wide-open wheat land. Gasoline powered tractors were just emerging in the
1920’s, but were initially too costly for all farmers to afford.

World War 1 was over, and the boys were back home. Nebraska land prices rose, as did bank lending.
The high food prices brought on during the war began to fade. While the 20’s roared for the most part
in other areas of the nation, mortgage debt eventually rose and the agriculture economy in Nebraska
began to dip. This down-turn would only get worse with the depression just ahead.
Military records show that Otto Sillman applied 18 September 1929 at Omaha, Nebraska. A Western
Union telegram was sent to the Marine Corps Washington D.C. on that date, to request a waiver for his
enlistment. At 5’9” tall, he weighed 134 pounds; underweight for USMC standards. The waiver was
granted, and seven days later, he enlisted into the United States Marine Corps at the Recruit Depot, San
Diego, California. Records indicate his previous occupation as “Farmer”. Thus began the military career
of Sillman, Otto August, #223838, Private. Today, the Marine Corps Recruit Depot (MCRD) in San Diego
is still an active Marine base. It is one of two boot camp training sites for U.S. Marines.
Some words need to be said concerning the USMC. A fact that everyone doesn’t know, is the Marine
Corps is actually part of the Department of the Navy. Marines are very proud of their branch of the
service, maybe a little more so than servicemen and women in other branches of the armed services. I
associate this pride with their training.
One thing drilled into every marine, is that no matter what military occupational specialty (job) they
perform in their military career, they are first, a rifleman.
The “Basic Training Record of Otto A. Sillman, Pvt.” shows training categories in columns from A to Y.
Weapons training included Service rifle, caliber .30, Colt automatic pistol, caliber .45, Browning
automatic rifle, Hand grenade, First aid, Patrolling and scouting, Close order - squad, Military courtesy,
Personal hygiene, and other combat related subjects.
The USMC wasted no time, and orders were signed showing, “Embarked On Board U.S.S. Chaumont
from San Diego, Calif., 12 January 1930, to Manila, Philippine Islands (P.I.) 7 February 1930.”

Imagine what this young man of 21 years, must have felt in moving from a small farm community in
Nebraska, to California, and then across the seas to the Philippines! The experience is lived by many,
but it had to be exciting for him back then to go from farming with horses and mules one day, to Navy
ships steaming across the ocean not too much later. Think about it. He wouldn’t have seen any of
these sights on TV before. TV didn’t exist. He wouldn’t even have seen these things in a color movie;
they hadn’t been invented yet.
Records later placed Otto Sillman at Cavite, P.I. He served at the Marine Barracks Naval Station there.
This area neighbored the headquarters of the U.S. Asiatic Fleet at the time.
Payroll records appear sporadic to say the least; $13.00 on 20 December 1929, then $10.00 on 10 FEB
1930. Several smaller payments of under one-dollar appear. On 30 November 1930 records show that
his pay stabilized somewhat. It was at least, a consistent end-of-month payment; all between just over
$7.00 and under $10.00 per month. Payments at the end of September and October of 1931 were over
$21.00 each month. One has to wonder what condition government payrolls were in at this point during
the great depression.
The “Professional and Conduct Record of Sillman, Otto A.” lists dates, rank, and ratings, in three areas;
Military Efficiency, Obedience, and Sobriety, plus an “Average Standing”. He achieved excellent marks.
Soldiers and sailors go where they are called by their Uncle Sam, and it was no different on 1 February
1931, when Pvt. Sillman embarked once again on the U.S.S. Chaumont at Manila, P.I. This time he
arrived in Shanghai, China, on 5 February 1932.
A file entry from the Headquarters, 4th Marines, M.C.E.F., Shanghai, China, shows that Otto A. Sillman,
Pvt., U.S.M.C., participated in the defense of the International Settlement during the Sino-Japanese

controversy from 5 February 1932 to 13 June 1932. The initials M.C.E.F. (Marine Corps Expeditionary
Forces) were a carry-over from the World War 1 armed forces title of A.E.F. (Allied Expeditionary
Forces).
During much of 1932, Pvt. Sillman was a member of Company M, 4th Marine Regiment. The nickname
for this regiment became simply, “China Marines”.
On 27 December 1932, Pvt. Sillman was transported on the U.S.S. Chaumont from Shanghai, China, to
Mare Island Navy Base near Vallejo, CA. It was about 25 miles from San Francisco. He arrived there on 6
February 1933.
By 1 March 1933, he was assigned to the Marine Detachment, Marine Barracks, Naval Air Station, at
Sunnyvale, CA. This station would later be renamed to Naval Air Station Moffett Field.
Records indicate “EoE” (Expiration of Enlistment) on 12 September 1933 for Pvt. Sillman. Comments on
page 26 of his USMC Service Record Book show, “Recommended for character; Excellent. Is
recommended for good conduct medal.” It is signed W.H. Rupertus, Major, USMC Commanding,
Marine Barracks, Naval Air Station, Sunnyvale, CA. It also shows “Future address: Burr, Neb.”

A couple notes at this point concerning research for genealogical purposes.
It simplifies things and helps to avoid confusion by using a date format such as this; 1 March 1933, or 01
MAR 33. This date method is difficult to confuse compared to a 01/03/33 format.
Another item that may prove to be of interest is to investigate official signatures. They might
sometimes reveal additional facts. For example, the signature of a president doesn’t necessarily mean
that he was always a president. The signature of a lower-ranking military officer (such as a lieutenant) in
one document, may find the same man to be a general or even president, years later. There are several
existing examples of this such as documents signed by Captain Harry S. Truman.
Returning home for a military service member can be quite an emotional mix. Naturally friends and
family are glad to have the veteran back home. The G.I. is also happy to be home because they have
missed the loved ones and conditions from their youth. But after having seen some of the rest of what
the world has to offer, a vet may wonder, “What now?” This would quite possibly have been a question
for a USMC vet returning to a small town in Nebraska in 1933; especially four years into the depression.
Between 1930 and 1934, rainfall in Nebraska dropped over 27%. Accordingly, corn yields were reduced
by over 75%. The farm economy in Nebraska degraded to the point in 1933 that Governor Charles Bryan
imposed a moratorium on farm foreclosures by lenders. This period would see several government
relief acts of President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s “New Deal”.
During the depression while thousands of men across the U.S. were taking to the rails leading the life of
a hobo (homeless boy) looking for any kind of work, aggression was looming in Europe and Japan.

For Otto Sillman, all of this may have contributed along with a Marine’s desire to serve Uncle Sam once
more. He entered the USMC station at Omaha, and re-enlisted in the U.S. Marine Corps on 27 October
1939 at Des Moines, Iowa. He was appointed to Private First Class about one month later. His
favorable qualification scores with an automatic weapon most likely influenced his assignment as a light
anti-aircraft gun crewman. May of 1940 had him back with the 4th Marines “via Henderson”. In May of
1941 he was once again at Cavite, Philippine Islands.

Otto Sillman upon his 2nd enlistment, U.S.M.C.

On 7 December 1941, the Japanese bombed U.S. Forces at Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, and also attacked the
Philippines, Wake Island, Guam, Malaya, Thailand, Shanghai, and Midway. Otto Sillman and the other
China Marines throughout the area did what they said they would do in their enlistment oaths, “support
and defend the Constitution of the United States against all enemies, foreign and domestic”. The U.S.
had acquired the Philippines and Guam as a result of the Spanish-American War in 1898. U.S. territories
were under direct attack.

Two days before Christmas in 1941, Otto was located at Mariveles, Bataan. With odds weighing heavily
in Japanese favor, General Douglas MacArthur began to withdraw forces from Manila to Bataan. Japan
captured Manila and the U.S. Naval base at Cavite, P.I. a few days later. Otto had just been there a few
months prior to that. He was transported via barge to Corregidor, P.I. on 27 December 1941. Bataan
was attacked on 7 January 1942.
Seeing that they would be in need of leaders, the USMC promoted Otto to Corporal on 1 February 1942,
at Corregidor.
U.S. forces defending Bataan along with Filipino regulars and volunteers amounted to substantial
numbers, however, Japan had control of the sea and air at the time. All the things the military must
have; ammunition, food, and medical supplies, dwindled. For months, Bataan defenders were forced to
live off the land. Many of the soldiers were already half-starved. In their weakened condition and
without medicine, malaria already had a firm grip on many, by the time General Edward King was forced
to surrender on 9 April 1942. This of course resulted in the infamous “Bataan Death March”.
Japan needed to get the prisoners out of the way and secured in order to focus their full attention on
Corregidor; where Otto was.
Corregidor had been under air bombardment by Japan since the end of December, 1941. Every detail is
not included in military files, but it is reasonable to conclude that as a USMC anti-aircraft gunner in an
area under aerial attack, he saw considerable action. Additionally, farm boys who are raised swinging
shotguns toward pheasants, often have an edge over someone from a large metropolitan area
inexperienced at “leading” a moving target. This involves not shooting directly at the target, but where
the target will be when it connects with the shot. Perhaps this played a role in Otto’s marksmanship
skills.
After the fall of Bataan, enemy efforts against Corregidor intensified. Shelling increased and just as with
Bataan, the defending forces were cut off by the enemy and unable to get badly needed supplies. These
soldiers too, were starving and weakening from disease. When mules used by the Marines were killed
during bombing, they would drag them off to butcher. Time after time, the enemy assaults were
repelled. Accounts mention in some cases, that bayonets were the only weapons the Marines had left
to use. A day after the final enemy assault on Corregidor, General Wainwright gave the order for all
U.S. and Filipino forces to surrender. This was on 6 May 1942.
6 days later (on Otto’s 34th birthday) a telegram arrived, addressed to Tilli Sillman, Burr, Nebraska;
“THE COMMANDANT US MARINE CORPS REGRETS TO ADVISE YOU THAT ACCORDING TO THE RECORDS
OF THIS HEADQUARTERS YOUR SON PRIVATE FIRST CLASS OTTO A SILLMAN US MARINE CORPS WAS
PERFORMING HIS DUTY IN THE SERVICE OF HIS COUNTRY IN THE MANILA BAY AREA WHEN THAT
STATION CAPITULATED X HE WILL BE CARRIED ON THE RECORDS OF THE MARINE CORPS AS MISSING
PENDING FURTHER INFORMATION X NO REPORT OF HIS DEATH HAS BEEN RECEIVED AND HE MAY BE A
PRISONER OF WAR X IT WILL PROBABLY BE SEVERAL MONTHS BEFORE DEFINITE OFFICAL
INFORMATION CAN BE EXPECTED CONCERNING HIS STATUS X SINCERE SYMPATHY IS EXTENDED TO

YOU IN YOUR ANXIETY AND YOU ARE ASSURED THAT ANY REPORT RECEIVED WILL BE COMMUNICATED
TO YOU PROMPTLY X
T HOLCOMB LIEUTENANT GENERAL USMC THE COMMANDANT US MARINE CORPS”
Tilli Sillman was 79 years old when she received this telegram concerning her youngest son, on his
birthday.

It must be remembered that communication was not then, what it is now. Lacking a phone, a telegram
was about the fastest way to receive information. Similarly, well into the 1940’s, electricity lines had not
yet reached many areas in rural Nebraska. Some farms were equipped with battery powered, generator
charged 32-volt electrical systems, but electrical power lines were non-existent in some areas. In the
telegram, news had not even reached USMC HQ that Otto had been promoted from Private First Class to
Corporal, some 4 months prior. There were barely phones and electricity in many areas; no cell phones
and no text messages. Information traveled much slower back then.

The captured G.I.’s, Filipino’s, and civilian military contractors were now put to work. Corregidor had to
be cleared of the bomb and battle damage for occupation by Japanese troops. Prisoners were later
moved to different prisoner of war (POW) camps near Cabanatuan, about 60 miles from Manila, P.I.
Already in these camps, were the survivors moved from the dreaded Camp O’Donnell of Bataan. The
number of prisoners in some of the camps grew by the thousands. The Japanese hadn’t anticipated
these large amounts. Malaria was common throughout the camps, along with a host of other diseases
brought on by malnutrition and inadequate water supplies. Prisoners were scattered throughout the
Philippines. A prison that was converted to a POW camp at Bilibid, was the site of a prisoner hospital.
Records show that Otto Sillman was there in October, 1942.
Prisoner work details from Cabanatuan were dispersed and constant. Two of the largest details
consisted of a 500-acre farm to feed Japanese soldiers and prisoners, and the airport. Bomb damaged
runways needed repair and expansion, for military planes.
Continuous smaller work details consisted of digging latrines, preparing military defenses, digging
foxholes, repairing bridges and buildings, and gathering firewood. Given all the circumstances involved,
burial details were a daily requirement. The highest number of prisoners dying in one day from one of
the Cabanatuan camps, was 48. Prisoner burial details would deliver the dead to the cemetery, bury
them in a mass grave, and then dig another mass grave to be ready for the following day.

Over the next months, Otto was relocated a few times while a POW. By the end of 1942, Japan’s
military victories were beginning to wane. In early February 1943, under U.S. Marine attack, Japan
withdrew their occupational forces from Guadalcanal. Records show that on 3 February 1943, Otto was
removed from the Bilibid Prison roster and relocated to central Japan. Japan was suffering from a labor
shortage so war prisoners were used as laborers in vital industries such as coal mines. Also, moving
prisoners deeper into Japan would decrease the chances of their liberation. Japan’s offensive conquests
were turning into defenses. Still though, Otto was used and moved from place to place as long as he
could work.
On page two of the Nebraska State Journal, 15 July 1943, an article entitled “Four Nebraskans Held as
Prisoner” mentioned the U.S. Navy made public the names including, “Cpl Otto A Sillman, son of Tillie
Silliman, Burr.”
On 3 February 1944 he was admitted into the Bilibid Prison Hospital from Las Pinas. Las Pinas had been
the site of a large labor detail, building runways for Japanese planes. A procedure in some camps was to
reduce daily food rations by half, if a prisoner was unable to work. This often amounted to a half-cup of
rice, possibly the tops of a few vegetables along with a grass-like substance. Fish (usually squid) was
sporadically provided. In Otto’s records, a notation written on a disposition form reads, “Perm.
Disabled”. A similar note from 15 July 1944 just shows, “P.D.”
Another form in the file indicates, “Tokyo advises that P.O.W. transferred fr P.I. to Camp Fukuoka 4 Aug
44.” USMC invasions were gaining momentum and U.S. victories were getting thousands of prisoners
closer to freedom; if they could survive a while longer.
Several POW camps were located in the Fukuoka region of Japan. The camp Otto was last moved to was
Fukouka Camp No 7, located in Futase City, Kyushu Island. It was an agricultural and coal mining area.
Many freighter ships were used by the Japanese to relocate prisoners, and were called “Hell Ships”.
Conditions on-board were deplorable and many prisoners died when the ships were bombed by the U.S.
I could not find Otto’s name in any ships rosters, but I did find information that coincides with records in
Otto’s file. “On July 16, 1944 the Japanese freighter Oryoku Maru left the Philippines with almost 1,500
American P.O.W.’s aboard. Surviving a perilous voyage, the ship docked at the port of Moji, Japan on
August 4, 1944. About 500 of its P.O.W. passengers were then transported by rail to the Fukuoka
P.O.W. Camp No. 7 at Futase. On an ill-fated voyage to Japan in mid-December 1944, the same Hell Ship
Oryoku Maru with 1,619 American P.O.W.’s aboard was sunk by American planes just outside of Subic
Bay, the Philippines, with only about 500 survivors.”
Updated Japanese military records in Otto’s file indicate arrival at his last prison camp on “19.8.5”. A
date format used in Japan involved the span of a specific emperor. The year date of 19 for the “Showa”
era, is 1944.
Throughout the first five months of 1945, Japan continued to suffer defeat and lose ground. It came
though, at a heavy price for the U.S. After Victory in Europe (VE Day) on 8 May 1945, the U.S. could
bring all its military might to bear on Japan. On 5 July 1945, liberation of the Philippines was declared.

History shows that 6 August 1945 saw the dropping of the atomic bomb on Hiroshima, Japan. The
second atomic bomb was dropped on Nagasaki, three days later. Nagasaki is located about 90 miles
south west of Fukuoka. Japan unconditionally surrendered on 14 August 1945. It required time to get
logistics in place for the repatriation of the former prisoners of war. Air drops were started immediately
to deliver food, clothing, and medical supplies, to the camps. At Japan’s surrender, Otto had been held
prisoner for nearly 3.5 years.
U.S. recovery teams were established to assist in the evacuation of the former POW’s. On 18 September
1945, Otto was given a form to complete (not to exceed 10 words) that would be sent as a telegram to
his emergency contact person (his mother). Otto wrote, “Leaving Japan by way a P.I. free at last. Otto”

Possibly during the period immediately following liberation and prior to evacuation from the prison
camp is when Otto procured a Japanese military rifle. One can imagine and understand the
apprehension a prisoner of 3.5 years may have, that the enemy guards may just come back. A Marine
would have a certain sense of security in being armed once again; having the ability to fight just in case.
Remember that Marines are trained first to be riflemen. My brothers recalled Otto’s Japanese military
rifle being displayed on the wall of the community tavern in Burr for a few years.

Reference sources indicate that after liberation from Futase, troops were transported by train to the
coast, passing through the remnants of Nagasaki; “There was nothing, for as far as you could see, but
rubble. Just piles of rubble, twisted metal, and concrete and garbage. Everything was burned.” 20
October 1945 found Otto on the USS Catron, to Okinawa.
After an issue of clean clothes and $500.00 from some of his back pay that had accrued since his
capture, he was flown to Guam for a physical. The Report of Medical Survey reads in part, “He was
captured at Corregidor and held prisoner in the Philippines and Japan. While a prisoner he suffered
from beri-beri, malaria; tropical ulcers, and dengue fever.” On 26 October 1945, another telegram was
sent to Tilli Sillman in Burr. It reported that Otto was admitted to the U.S. Naval Hospital in Oakland,
California.
Otto was promoted from Corporal to Sergeant on 5 November 1945. Almost one month later, Otto
received more military correspondence. This one was from the Commander in Chief, U.S. Armed Forces
(President Harry S. Truman at the time);
“Dear Otto Sillman,
It gives me special pleasure to welcome you back to your native shores, and to express, on behalf of the
people of the United States, the joy we feel at your deliverance from the hands of the enemy. It is a
source of profound satisfaction that our efforts to accomplish your return have been successful.

You have fought valiantly and have suffered greatly. As your Commander in Chief, I take pride in your
past achievements and express the thanks of a grateful nation for your services in combat and your
steadfastness while a prisoner of war.
May God grant you happiness and a successful future.”
On 21 December 1945, an additional form was placed Otto’s file. From the Director of Personnel,
Marine Corps, it mentioned that from a comparison of records with others with the same length of
continuous service in the Marine Corps, Otto A. Sillman, USMC, would, under average conditions, have
attained the rank of Platoon Sergeant. It also indicated, “This is not to be construed as a reward for
harrowing experiences undergone.”
22 January 1946 saw orders from the Marine Barracks U.S. Naval Training Center, Great Lakes, Illinois,
promoting Sgt. Sillman to Platoon Sergeant. After 90-day leave, Otto returned to the Marine Corps
where his End of Enlistment came up on his second hitch in the Corps, on 31 May 1946; the date he was
honorably discharged.
I found a couple events involving Otto after his military service. The Burr community was appreciative of
the sacrifices that he and the other boys made in defense of their country. USMC records indicated
Otto’s education was through the 7th grade. Otto Sillman is shown as an honorary member of the
Graduating Class of 1950, Burr High School.
At 88 years of age, Otto’s mother passed away on 21 April 1951. She was laid to rest at the Unadilla
Cemetery next to one of her sons, Fred Sillman. She had lived about 40 years of her life in Burr.
In 1952, Otto requested from the Marine Corps, five medals that he felt he had earned. The
Department of the Navy replied to his request.
“Dear Sir,
Enclosed you will find the following awards to which you are entitled for your service in the U.S. Marine
Corps:
1 Army Distinguished Unit Emblem with Oak Leaf Cluster
2 Good Conduct Medal and Bars (Second and Third Award Bars) for service 1929-1933, 1939-1942, and
1942-1945, respectively
3 Yangtze Service Medal No. 5121
4 American Defense Service Medal with Base Clasp
5 Asiatic-Pacific Campaign Medal
6 Victory Medal World War II
You are also entitled to a (7) Philippine Defense Ribbon with one bronze star and in connection with the
Asiatic-Pacific Campaign Medal you are entitled to wear one bronze star for participation in the
Philippine Islands Operation.”

Otto lived in Burr for the remainder of his life. I believe he suffered with considerable health issues as a
result of the conditions he was subjected to in the POW camps. Many former POW’s were similarly
effected after the war.
On 19 January 1971, Otto did not appear for lunch as he usually did at the only dining establishment in
Burr at the time; the community tavern. When someone went to check on him, it was discovered that
he had passed away in his home; he was 62 years old. His obituary in the Nebraska City News-Press
mentioned that Reverend Edward Keller would officiate and military rights would be conducted by the
American Legion and VFW from Syracuse, Nebraska. Alongside graves of his mother and brother, Otto’s
grave is marked with a government issued headstone. It identifies him as Otto August Sillman
PL Sergeant US Marine Corps. I am certain this was exactly how he wanted it.
President Ronald Regan signed into law on 8 November 1985, a new Prisoner of War Medal with a
retroactive award date to 1917. Otto was awarded this medal posthumously. The citation for this
medal reads, “Private First Class Otto A. Sillman (MCSN: 223838) United States Marine Corps, was
captured by the Japanese after the fall of Corregidor, Philippine Islands, on 6 May 1942, and was held as
a Prisoner of War until he was returned to U.S. Military Control at the end of the war.”
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Writing this short account about a part of a man’s life has helped me to appreciate what he did and
understand some of what he went through. It also helped me to recall many other fine people in the
church and town near my childhood home. Most of the businesses in Burr closed several years ago. As
with many small mid-west towns, the population has moved toward larger metropolitan areas.
Regardless of the physical changes, I will always have fond memories of the area where I was raised and
the people in it, including Otto Sillman.
There are numerous books, Internet sites, official transcripts, and private accounts, of experiences
during WW II. If you have relatives who are veterans, please ask them to tell their story. Record it or
take notes. The more time that passes, lessens the opportunity that you will have to know their story.
In getting this information now, you may allow future generations a chance to know just who their
ancestors really were. Good luck.

