
Third Son 

When the war finally came, every family was affected.  Rationing impacted what 
families could buy.  Travel restrictions determined where they could go.  Blackouts, 
security zones and the overnight construction of military training camps were 
tangible reminders that America was at war—though the enemy was still thousands 
of miles distant.  Every community, every neighborhood could identify at least one 
of its men as a soldier, sailor, airman or Marine.  Millions of families eventually sent 
their husbands, fathers or sons into uniform.  Many even sent their daughters.  And 
some sent more than one family member.  That was the case with Mr. and Mrs. John 
J. Sanders of Camden.  Their three sons, John, Alvin and Woodrow served in the 
Army during World War II.  John had graduated from Clemson in 1935, Alvin three 
years later and Woodrow as a member of the Class of 1941.  John would retire from 
military service with the rank of Colonel, Alvin as a General.  Woodrow’s service 
would end in sacrifice. 

Woodrow, also known on campus as Butch, was a standout athlete in high school and entered Clemson 
College in 1937.   He served four years as a business manager for coach Jess Neely’s and coach Frank 
Howard’s football squads.  He was a weaving and design major and a member of the club composed of 
other cadets in that field of study.  A member of the Kershaw County Club, Butch was a first lieutenant 
and platoon leader in the Cadet Corps following his ROTC summer training at Fort McClellan, Alabama 
in 1940. 

According to newspaper accounts, Sanders entered the service as a second lieutenant at Camp Wheeler 
near Macon, Georgia.  He was assigned to the 158th Regimental Combat Team.  Known as the 
“Bushmasters,” the 158th was sent to Panama less than a month after the Pearl Harbor attack to provide 
protection to the Canal Zone and train in jungle conditions.  Each combat soldier in the regiment received 
extensive training in jungle warfare, knife fighting, and unarmed hand-to-hand combat techniques. 

When the 6th Army was formed under the command of General Walter Krueger, the 158th was sent to 
Brisbane, Australia.  It arrived in January 1943 and later moved to New Guinea.  In December, elements 
of the 158th landed at Arawe, New Britain as part of an operation designed to isolate the major Japanese 
naval and air base at Rabaul, on the eastern end of the island.  After several weeks of heavy fighting, the 
Japanese defenders withdrew from the vicinity, but Allied forces were not able to push the Japanese out of 
Rabaul.  The US Army's official history concluded that the landings at Arawe "were probably not 
essential to the reduction of Rabaul or the approach to the Philippines," though the offensive in western 
New Britain had some benefits and was not "excessively high in casualties."  Sadly, among the casualties 
was Woodrow Sanders, the third son of Mr. and Mrs. John Sanders of Camden, South Carolina. 

First lieutenant Woodrow Fernon Sanders was survived by his parents, his sister Nancy and his brothers 
John and Alvin.  He was awarded the Purple Heart and was buried at the Manila American Cemetery, Fort 
Bonifacio, Manila, Philippines. 

 




