
Henry Lorang’s Turn To 
Travel, 1918 

 
In the last few issues of Home & Harvest magazine I’ve been writing about John Lorang of 
Genesee, Idaho and his 6 month trip in 1910 to Europe with his wife Mary Lorang. It was a 
very impressive visit with dozens of journals and photographs. John Lorang wrote that it 
was the “greatest achievement” he could ever ask for. 8 years later, in 1918; it was their 
son Henry’s chance to go abroad. It wasn’t quite as glamorous.  
 
Henry had gotten caught up in the fervor of World War I.  After helping with the harvest at 
home, he left his business courses in Spokane and his fiancé Marguerite Tobin in Genesee 
and became part of the American Expeditionary forces in England.  
 
Through a very long trip through Basic Training at Kelly Field in Texas, Henry recorded his 

journey……. 

“We were stationed in the sand dunes of flu-infested tent-flapping Kelly Field for thirteen 

days and on New Year’s, were transferred out after spending the last night on cots with one 

blanket in a large sheet-iron hanger. Men were dying like rats all around us and some of our 

men were later in the hospital and some froze their ears and fingers in the sub-zero weather.  

I contracted the flu at the time and couldn’t speak above a whisper for over two weeks. I 

reported on sick-roster and, after telling my tale of woe to the M.D. in a whisper he gave me a 

dirty look &, with a sneer said “take two of these, every two hours and a light dose of salts 

over there in the corner--you’re marked “duty”. 

All of this time I was still in civilian clothes since there were no uniforms available and I had 

light weight clothes but I did bring an overcoat. I had written home for added clothes which 

were sent me at Kelly-Field, but with a huge warehouse bulging with mail sax, nothing was 

delivered out of that muddle. Thanks to Captain Baker, after seeing my plight he gave me a 

heavy warm sweater that he had. He was an “old army captain” and a swell guy. ….Cold as 

it was, our tent flaps had to be open and I piled all of my clothes on my bed including my 

shoes which did add weight after all. More than one morning I had to stand reveille after 

putting on shoes out of which I emptied the snow which blew in during the night- believe it or 

not. Things were beginning to form some faster now and, before the end of March we were 

well on our way to England on an English ship-Celtic by name. This was another “death-

trap”- Three men died enroute and I was in a formation to witness the burial of one at sea.” 

Eventually settling into camp in Shrewsbury, England, NW of London; Henry had a very 

difficult and interesting job. He helped fabricate the wings of the early aeroplanes that were 

flown out of England. At the time according to Henry’s journals, these airplanes were little 

more than large kites, the wings being simply made of cotton muslin.  This muslin was 

coated with something they called “dope” and was hand brushed on the cotton wings 

creating just enough stiffener to let them float through the air. Henry was required to work 

with this coating in a 96 degree room though it was quite toxic. Soldiers who had to work in 

this room were given gallons of milk to try to help combat some of the adverse effects of 

using  these harsh chemicals. Milk was thought to be nourishing and would counteract the 

two toxic applications needed on each wing. It did not help enough though. Henry suffered 

from lung ailments for the rest of his life.   

 
Henry Lorang was also an avid historian and photographer and tried to document his time 
in England and France during World War I in detail. He was especially good at recording 



every single day that he was there, so we have pages and pages of journals of his time 
during World War I, 1917-1919.  
 
It was quite a harrowing task to fly these aeroplanes. There were many accidents just 
testing them out. It was also a common practice for the commander to elevate the pilot’s 
status to corporal before the flight so that if they didn’t make it, their widows or family 
would get additional compensation. These flights were very experimental. Items were 
constantly salvaged from the wrecked planes and turned into furniture, stoves, beds and 
small hand tools, such as a letter opener. These letters meant everything to the soldiers. 
Henry labored in his camp in Shrewsberry England recorded his time and wrote several 
letters home. In old cigar boxes tied up with strings, we found over 200 letters between his 
fiancé Marguerite and Henry. There are additional letters between Henry’s parents John 
and Mary Lorang and his brothers and sisters and friends.  
 
Henry took furlough during the harvest time in England and worked at a local farm to help  
bring in the crops, so after he returned to the States, he still had many friends from 
overseas. We have their letters. Henry struggled on with this toxic environment and worked 
on the fabric wings. There was also a small group of women soldiers, English and Yanks,  
sewing the fabric on the aeroplane wings and all became good friends.  
 
Later in the year in 1918, the men got the word that it was time to go to the trenches in 
France. It was their turn to gather up and travel across the English Channel into camps in 
to the war zones of France. Group photographs were taken, corporals were elevated from 
privates. Pvt. Henry Lorang became Cpl. Lorang.  And they took off, with Henry journaling 
and taking some photographs aboard ship on the English Channel. After arriving in camp, 
the men were setting up setting up their tents and preparing to travel to the trenches in the 
morning. It was November 10, 1918. In the morning, at 11 a.m.,  the Armistice was signed. 
The town went wild and the younger local boys ran to the trenches to find souvenirs to sell 
to the soldiers and the rest of the day was celebration.  
 
German prisoners were being gathered up. French prisoners were being released. Henry 
knew German since it was his first language when growing up with German speaking 
parents in the farmhome in Genesee. He wasn’t supposed to, but he and a friend jumped a 
fence to go to talk to the German prisoners. He chatted with them and ended up trading for 
souvenirs that were handcrafted by a prisoner. One is a Christian cross made out of 
bullets. Another use for the bullets was to make seals stamps, for sealing wax which was 
how they used to close some early envelopes. Henry and his friend tried to jump the fence 
again to visit the French town, St. Maxient, but they were chased by the guard dogs. 
Sometimes they made it and sometimes they didn’t, but it was the end of the war and 
things were a little lax. Henry describes his time in England and that day in France in quite 
a lot of detail. One of the escapades of the soldiers was to trick somebody else who had 
jumped a fence to visit town. Their friends had hoped to quietly sneak back into their tent 
later, so that nobody would know…. but while their friends were gone Henry and two 
soldiers turned the tent around. This way the opening was on the opposite side, in the dark 
and then they decided to place a goat inside the tent.  The guys returned a little bit soused 
and had an extremely loud and difficult time finding the opening of the tent, especially with 
a goat inside. So much for being quiet so that nobody would notice. The whole camp was 
awake.  
 
 
Henry missed his fiancé’ Marguerite terribly. Besides the 100 letters he sent her, he also 
wrote her poems……. 
 



“Far away in.  
           The ocean gray.  
In the land of gay LaFrance. 
 
A soldier boy.  
            On Christmas Day. 
Dreams a dream of youth’s romance.  
 
Santa Claus comes once again. 
           As he did in the years gone by.  
The candles are gleaming the same.  
All brilliant. 
           the tree stands by.  
 
Soldier doll, soldier doll.  
Cherie Petite, my Christmas joy. 
I’m a lucky soldier boy. 
Pride of the Red, White and Blue. 
 
Soldier doll of the Red, White and Blue. 
(French language inserts)  
 
I’ll hitch my wagon  
          To a star.  
And come to where you are.  
 
I want you by telegraph.  
           The ideal of your soldier boy,  
Operator get my message. 
I’ll not ring off, I’ll not ring off.  
So send the word 
           Around the World.  
To my real life soldier doll.”  
 
        Henry and Marguerite were married in Nov. 1919.  
 



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Photos by Pvt. Henry Lorang, 247th Squadron, 1918-1919 

Below: some of the several journals and letters from Henry.  

 

 



 


