Open-ended Questions for WWII Veterans
These questions function for all nationalities, but feel free to customize the questions, according to experience, country, and field of military service. As the veteran discloses information, certain questions will arise. Don’t be afraid to stray from the list and dig deeper into experiences. Veterans disclose information that automatically negate future sections or questions. Don’t be afraid of long pauses throughout the interview as you try to re-orient yourself. Pauses help the veteran remember more experiences. Please read through the questions prior to the interview.

Introductory Information

1. What is your full name?

2. What is today’s date?

3. How old are you?

4. Where did you serve during WWII?

5. What was your rank upon leaving the military?

Growing Up

1. Where were you born, and how many were in your family?

2. What did your father/mother do for a living?

3. Did you have any responsibilities as a child?

4. What do you remember about the Depression?

5. How did the depression affect your life?

6. What were your responsibilities as a teenager?

7. Prior to the war, how did you obtain information about world events?

8. At that time, were you affiliated with any particular Religion?

9. Would you say you were a religious person? How?

Pre-War

1. What did you remember about the political situations prior to WWII?

2. What action brought your country into the war?

3. What do you remember about the bombing of Pearl Harbor? What was your reaction?

4. Why did you join the military? How old were you? How and where did you join?

5. Did you have family members who joined?

6. If applicable: How did your significant other feel about your departure?

7. What were your feelings about leaving?

Training

1. Where did you receive training? What sort of training did you receive?

2. What memory is most prominent about your training? What did you find difficult?

3. How was the food?

4. How good was the training in comparison to what you experienced in the war?

Travel to war

1. What was your mode of travel to the warfront? How long did it take?

2. What do you remember about the travel conditions?

3. What was the specific name of your unit?

4. Tell me about the men in your unit—how many? Any memorable personalities?

5. Were you or any men in your unit scared?

6. What was your rank at the time?

7. As you advanced to the front lines, what did you observe?

Combat Experience

1. When and where did you actually begin fighting?

2. Tell me about your first real war experience.

3. What kinds of weapons did you carry on your person?

4. Had you been experienced with guns prior to the war?

5. What other armaments did you operate?

6. Tell me about your first mission.

7. What was the greatest threat to your unit?

8. Once you got into the thick of fighting, were you scared?

9. Tell me about a close call you can remember.

10. Tell me about another close call you can remember.

11. Tell me about an act of heroism that you witnessed.

12. What do you remember about the opposing force?

13. At night, where did you sleep?

14. Did you ever fight at night?

15. What did you eat?

16. Were any men in your unit killed? Injured? How?

17. Were you split up from your original unit? If so, how did this make you feel?

18. What did you do to relax?

19. What was your greatest fear?

20. What gave you the greatest peace?

21. What do you feel was your greatest talent in war situations?

22. What were some tactics you learned in war situations?

23. Did you think you might lose the war? Why / Why not?

24. Did you keep a journal or document your experience? Do you have original photographs of WWII?

25. Did you write home?

26. What medals or awards did you receive?

Civilians

1. Tell me about the behavior and living situations of the civilians.

2. Did you have any policy you were to follow when you saw or met a civilian?

3. How did the civilians treat you?

4. Do you remember any civilian in particular?

5. Do you remember any civilians who had died because of the war?

Prisoners of War (POW)

1. Did you ever meet or see captured POWs? Were they a burden? How did they act? How were they treated? Did any of them speak your same language? Any memorable stories with POWs from the opposing force?

2. Did you ever become a POW? If so, how?

3. Tell me about your POW experience (chronologically, if possible).

Significant Events

1. When Germany began to invade other European countries, did you know it would change your future?

2. What did you know and remember about D-Day?

3. Once Germany surrendered, how did you feel?

4. How did you feel about the use of the Atom Bomb in Japan?

5. Once Japan surrendered, how did you feel?

6. Did casualties occur after surrenders were made?

The Opposing Force(s)

1. What do you remember about the opposing force(s)?

2. Which forces did you fight against, in particular?

3. What were they good at? What was their weakness?

4. Tell me an experience where you felt the opposing force had the upper hand.

Allied Forces

1. If you came into contact with allied forces, what do you remember about them?

2. What were they good at? What was their weakness?

Prison Camps or Concentration Camps

1. What do you remember about the German Concentration Camps?

2. Did you know what was happening to the Jewish people before the concentration camp discoveries?

3. Did you happen to come across a prison camp? If so, tell me about this experience. Did you take pictures of what you saw? Do you still have them?

Post-war Cities and Towns

1. What was the appearance of the war-torn cities and towns?

2. How did civilians appear and behave after the war?

Returning Home

1. Did you bring back any souvenirs?

2. Upon returning, did you find normal life an adjustment?

3. What did/do you do to ease the pains and memories of war?

4. How did your military service affect your life? Your maturity, your outlook, your vocation, etc?

5. Do you still keep in touch with the servicemen of your group? 

For the future:

1. What do you feel our youth need today?

2. What do you feel your country needs to remain strong?

3. What do you feel about today’s government?

4. How do today’s wars differ from World War II?

5. How are today’s wars similar to World War II?

6. Where do you feel your country is headed?

