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A MONUMENT’S MISSING MEN
Profiles of the soldiers and sailors whose names were left off a 1921 memorial dedicated to Calhoun Countians 

who died during World War I l An Anniston Star editorial

Lewis scott

Three-hundred fifty thousand black soldiers 
served as “stevedores,” or laborers and dock 
workers, after the United States’ entry into 

World War I. One of those was Lewis Scott, a pri-
vate in Co. K of the 303rd Stevedore Regiment.

Scott, of Anniston, was one of many Calhoun 
County men who died in service to his country. 

More than nine decades after his death, not 
much is known about Pvt. Scott. Records from 
the National Personnel Records Center in St. 
Louis show that he died on Nov. 13, 1917, at 
Newport News, Va., which was a major training 
and embarkation camp for black stevedores and 
labor battalions during the war. More than 50,000 
black U.S. soldiers passed through Newport News 
during the war. Military records list neither Pvt. 
Scott’s serial number nor how he died.

Pvt. Scott apparently never made it to France. 
After his death, the Army embalmed his body 
and placed it in a casket for transportation. The 
embalming cost $15, the casket $35. Fees for 
returning his body to Calhoun County were 
$34.70.

Pvt. Scott’s body was sent to Emma Scott, of 
Anniston.

oscar sims

Oscar Sims, a 22-year-old farmer living in 
Piedmont, entered the U.S. Army on Oct. 2, 
1917. Two months later, he was dead.

Pvt. Sims personifies the often-overlooked 
reality of wartime life during that era. Until 
advances in sanitary conditions and medicine 
kept soldiers from dying in droves while in camp, 
thousands upon thousands of military men per-
ished from sickness, not bullets or bombs.

This Calhoun County soldier died of pneu-
monia on Dec. 4, 1917, at the hospital at Camp 
Wheeler, Ga., where he was a member of Co. B of 
the 123rd Infantry. 

What’s notable about Sims’ story is that he 
entered service as a healthy young man. Files 
from the National Personnel Records Center in 
St. Louis show a pre-enlistment medical exam-
ination free of significant problems. Nevertheless, 
Sims spent much of his two months in uniform 
under physicians’ care.

Almost a month after enlisting, Sims was 
admitted Nov. 1 to the base hospital for measles. 
He spent seven days in the infirmary.

On Nov. 11, he was readmitted to the hospital 
and diagnosed with pneumonia of the lower right 
lobe. He never recovered or returned to duty. 
Among his effects when he died were a Bible, 
three pamphlets, a pocket book, a pocket knife, a 
Liberty Loan button, a pencil and a pencil holder.

A total of $28.60 was charged for Sims’ casket, 
transportation and attendant costs. The Army 
embalmed his remains for free. His body was 
returned to Piedmont. The Sims family buried 
their son in the Youngs Chapel Congregational 
Methodist Church Cemetery in nearby Hokes 
Bluff.

wiLLie steadom

Anniston Pvt. Willie Steadom spent only 10 
months in the U.S. Army, but his military 
legacy nonetheless illustrates the experi-

ences of black soldiers during World War I: con-
fusion over his death, questions about his intern-
ment in France and his mother’s overseas travels 
to see her son’s grave site.

On the surface, Pvt. 
Steadom’s experience in the 
Great War is emblematic of 
that of other black soldiers in 
America’s segregated military. 
After enlisting on Sept. 24, 
1917, the private was assigned 
to Co. F of the 301st Stevedore 
Regiment, a segregated unit 
of laborers and dockworkers. 
Under the guise of Jim Crow 
society, America’s military 
brass considered most black 
recruits unfit for combat ser-
vice and instead used them as 
uniformed pack mules to per-
form the menial, hard-labor 
tasks of moving weapons and 
machinery from ship to dock 
to front.

Steadom never returned 
to his west Anniston home on 
McDaniel Avenue. He died 
July 20, 1918, of a gunshot 

wound inflicted by another soldier. He’s buried in 
Saint Mihiel American Cemetery and Memorial 
in Thiaucourt-Regnieville, Lorraine, France.

Of Calhoun County’s war dead, Pvt. Steadom’s 

story is among the most interesting. Existing 
records from the adjutant general’s office of the 
U.S. War Department show that officials initially 
reported that Pvt. Steadom died from gunshot 
wounds in his leg “received while resisting arrest, 
death not in (the) line of duty and result of (the) 
soldier’s own misconduct.”

However, in May 1920, that same office 
declared that the private died “from gunshot 
wounds inflicted by another soldier. Death was in 
(the) line of duty and not (the) result of (the) sol-
dier’s own misconduct.” Files obtained from the 
National Personnel Records Center in St. Louis 
show that in 1922, when Pvt. Steadom’s body 
was exhumed from its original burial location in 
France and re-interred at Saint Mihiel, the right 
side of his skull was shattered (assumably from 
the gunshot wound) and his lower jaw was miss-
ing.

No other details of his death exist in U.S. mili-
tary records.

Pvt. Steadom is a researcher’s dream: His 
personnel and burial files in St. Louis were not 
destroyed in the 1973 fire that devastated the 
NPRC; as such, a cornucopia of correspondence 
exists between the War Department and Pvt. 
Steadom’s mother, Eliza Stidom, who moved to 
Ohio after the war. (The spelling discrepancy of 
their last names is unexplained in the files.) 

In 1929, Congress authorized pilgrimages 
to the U.S. military cemeteries in Europe for the 
mothers of America’s war dead buried there. The 
pilgrimages were planned for four years, 1930 
through 1933. Pvt. Steadom’s mother, citing ill 
health, declined the trips the first three years until 
finally accepting the offer in the program’s final 
year.

meLvin verden

When Pvt. Melvin Verden died near the 
end of World War I, his journey home to 
the Calhoun County community of Iron 

City didn’t take long.
Verden, a member of the 157th Depot Brigade, 

was stationed at Camp McClellan — it wouldn’t 
gain its “fort” designation until 1929 — when he 
died Oct. 8, 1918. He was 27 years old.

The 157th was one of the many units created 
for black soldiers in the United States’ new war-
time army, several of which trained or worked at 
McClellan. Most black soldiers such as Verden 
were relegated to labor units, not front-line fight-
ing, in keeping with the Army’s policy of segrega-
tion.

Verden spent 16 months in the military during 
the Great War, but few of his service records 
remain at the National Personnel Records Cen-
ter in St. Louis. A fire in 1973 at the center likely 
destroyed them. His World War I registration 
card, which still exists, shows that he enlisted on 
June 5, 1917, two months after the United States 
entered the war. Then in his mid-20s, Verden was 
described as “tall” and “stout” on his registration 
card. His occupation was farmer.

What does exist in St. Louis shows only that his 
body was shipped from Camp McClellan to Iron 
City three days after his death to his father, Peter 
Verden. The casket, embalming and metal-lined 
box cost the Army $40. It cost only $1.26 to send 
the body the short drive south.

Peter Verden buried his son in Bethany Baptist 
Cemetery in Iron City. His gravestone, standing 
tall underneath a tree line, reads, “U.S. Soldier, 
Camp McClelland (sic), Ala.”

Grover waters

Pvt. Grover Waters entered World War I as 
one of Anniston’s young men destined for 
Europe. Fate would see him spend more 

time buried in a mass grave in coastal Scotland 
than he would in his country’s service.

Of all of Calhoun County’s casualties of the 
Great War, it is Waters who may own the most 
tragic story. Everything about his death — the 
timing, the manner — is still difficult to compre-
hend nearly a century later.

Waters was only 17 when the United States 
entered the war. Records from the Alabama 
Department of Archives and History list his 
address as 126 Pine St. at his time of enlistment 
on June 27, 1918 — just as Allied forces were 
pushing the enemy toward surrender. He trained 
that summer at Fort Screven on Tybee Island, 
Ga., not far from Savannah. As a replacement 
soldier, he was assigned to the Coastal Artillery 
Corps.

On Sept. 24, HMS Otranto — a converted 
British passenger ship — left New York City 
bound for Liverpool, England. On board were 
701 American soldiers, among others. On the 
morning of Oct. 6, the Otranto sailed among a 
convoy that neared the Scottish coast.

The ensuing tragedy became front-page news 
across Europe and the United States. Gale-force 
winds struck the Allied convoy that morning, 
just after breakfast. The convoy broke. At 8:43 
a.m., the HMS Kashmir, its steering disabled in 
the storm, rammed the Otranto, gashing the side 
of the ship. 

Water began pouring in. As many as 600 pas-
sengers, a mixture of U.S. and British soldiers, 
were rescued by the HMS Mounsey. But near-
ly as many died when the Otranto went down, 
some of them drowning, some of them dying on 
the Scottish reefs, others being crushed between 
the hulls of the Otranto and Mounsey.

Survivors were cared for in Scottish cottages 
along the coast. The hundreds who died, includ-
ing Anniston’s Grover Waters, were buried in 
Scot soil in the town of Kilchoman.

The Great War ended five weeks later.
One week after Germany’s surrender, William 

Waters, of Talladega County, wrote to the adju-
tant general of the U.S. Army, asking if his son 
were still alive. “The Birmingham papers recent-
ly published (an) account of my son having been 
found in a half-starved condition on an island off 
the coast of Scotland.”

On Jan. 16, 1919, William Waters received 
notice from the adjutant general. Grover Waters 
was indeed dead.

The following summer, the Anniston soldier 
was disinterred in Scotland. He had been bur-
ied in a four-foot-deep mass grave, in a wooden 
coffin and wearing his U.S. uniform. His remains 
were placed on the SS Antigone for return pas-
sage. After reaching Hoboken, N.J., Waters’ body 
was returned to his family in Munford after trav-
eling by train through Atlanta.

Today, Grover Waters rests in Bethlehem 
Methodist Church Cemetery in Munford.

senaL seLf

Jefferson waLker

Henry daHLs

More than 4.7 million Americans served 
in the U.S. military during World War I. 
Of those, 53,000 died in battle. Anoth-

er 63,000 died from disease, accidents or other 
causes not related to combat.

Alabama’s role in the Great War was notewor-
thy; 2,401 Alabamians died in the war, including 
1,406 enlisted men who died from disease.

Three Calhoun County men, Senal J. Self, of 
Oxford, and Jefferson D. Walker and Henry L. 
Dahls, both of Anniston, are among Alabama’s 
casualties. They died in the war but their names 
are not among the 41 that have been recorded 
on the Calhoun County memorial since 1921. 
We don’t know why.

Likewise, we know nothing else about these 
soldiers. They are listed on a 1940s-era report 
of Calhoun County casualties from the U.S. War 
Department. Self ’s information is scant; the 
War Department lists no street address or serial 
number for him. Before the war, Walker lived at 
1528 Moore Ave., Dahls at 523 Glen Addie.

That’s where their trail grows cold. No other 
records at the Alabama Department of Archives 
and History mention them, and none of their 
files — enlistment, service, death, exhumation 
— exist at the National Personnel Records Cen-
ter in St. Louis, which lost many service mem-
bers’ files in a devastating 1973 fire.

That lack of information mustn’t keep Self, 
Dahls and Walker from receiving their due 
honor in Calhoun County.

Eliza Stidom, 
the mother 
of Willie 
Steadom 
(and who 
spelled her 
name differ-
ently), visited 
her son’s 
grave in 1933 
in France.

Lother L. Allen
Samuel N. Campbell
William Champion
George Cheatwood
Joseph M. Coppock
Henry L. Dabbs
Homer L. Dismuke
A.L. Eichelberger
Clifford Ellington
Eba Hanna
Pace Haynes
Frank Heath
Augustus Hindman
Amos D. Howle
Jarred Hudson
Oden James
Marshall Jarrett
Hugh Luttrell
George N. Meredith
Marcus Milligan
A.L. Nunnally

William Poe
Oscar Reaves
George Samford
Shea Savage
Frank H. Snow
John A. Southers
Wade C. Sproull
Arthur H. Stovall
Monroe Suggs
Edwin Tait
William J. Tarver
Anderson Tucker
John H. Usry
Leo Waits
William W. Wasson
Charles Wetherell
Raymond Whiteside
Harvey Wilkerson
Lorenzo Wingo
J.B. Wooten

CALHOUN COUNTY’S 
WORLD WAR I HONOR ROLL
The 41 soldiers listed on the monument since 1921

Special to The Star

The World War I death report for soldier Edgar Eugene Peacock of Anniston.


