










It’s been 65 years since Ralph Lenke fought in     
the most desperate battle of WWII, but he 

recalls every moment with crystal clarity. 
	 He remembers the freezing cold, still hears 
the gun fire, still feels the near misses. Still sees 
the broken and lifeless bodies of his comrades in 
arms. 
	 The powerful memories bring tears to 
Lenke’s eyes though he is proud of the days 
when, with thousands of other American 
soldiers, he fought the Battle of the Bulge. These 
days, as a patient on service with Hoffmann 
Hospice, Lenke tends to dwell on more pleasant 
recollections. Even so, he remains ready to 
share his war-time experiences lest younger 
generations forget the sacrifices made in the 
Ardennes Mountains of France, Belgium and 

Luxembourg in December of 1944. 
	 “Our billets were snow and mud,” Lenke 
says. “It was always about 10 to 15 degrees above 
zero and we didn’t have the proper clothing. We 
lost a lot of men to the fighting, but lost some to 
the freezing temperatures.” 
	 Lenke was running a bowling alley in Lebec 
when, at age 23, he was drafted into the U.S. 
Army Signal Corps, the Army’s communications 
division. He served at a number of stateside 
posts before shipping out to England in 1941. 
	 “I was there in London during the Blitz,” 
Lenke says of the months-long German bombing 
of Britain. “I watched the buzz bombs fall.”  
	 Lenke’s battalion, the 94th Signal Battalion, 
pushed its way across France to join Gen. George 
Patton’s famed 3rd Army in the rugged and 

densely forested Ardennes Mountains. There, 
on Dec. 16, the German army launched its 
ferocious blitzkrieg against unprepared 
American forces.
	“The Germans wanted to push us back to 
Antwerp, Belgium, where they could get 
to our supplies of fuel, food and ammo,” 
Lenke says. “They damned near did.” 
	 The battle lasted six weeks. In the 
end, a crucial German shortage of fuel 
and the gallantry of American troops 
thwarted the German attack. It was the 
costliest action ever fought by the U.S. 
Army, which suffered about 80,000 
casualties. How did Lenke survive? 

	“Just lucky,” he says, dabbing his eyes.
	 The following year - three years, three 
months and 10 days after answering his country’s 
call - Lenke was honorably discharged and 
headed for home, taking with him campaign 
ribbons representing three major battles. He was 
America bound when he heard the news that 
Patton, the “smart general who got me home,” 
had died in a car accident. 
	 “I remembered the last time I saw him in 
Germany and how much he loved the ordinary 
soldier,” he says. “He took a lot of guff for 
slapping that G.I. back then, but if you are a 
soldier you know why he did it.” 
	 Lenke returned to wife Wilma, found a 
career with the Richfield Oil Company and had 
two daughters, Kathy Lenke and Linda Paregian. 
A grandfather of four and great-grandfather to 
four more, Lenke now lives in Bakersfield with 
Kathy who, with help from Wilma, is her dad’s 
caregiver. 
	 At 88, Lenke is the only surviving charter 
member of the Frazier Park VFW Post 9791. He 
enjoys reminiscing about the days when streetcars 
ran down Chester Avenue and hamburgers were 
just a nickel, but as the ranks of WWII veterans 
dwindle, he’s keenly aware of the importance of 
accounts from his days on the battlefield. And 
he’s touched by those who express gratitude for 
his service. 
	 “A lot of the time, I get a handshake and a 
thank you,” he says. “I like that.” 
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Living off the grid was a     
way of life for Milton 

Davis, a man who wouldn’t 
think of letting a little thing 
like terminal illness keep 
him from living his dream.
	 For the last 25 years, 
almost until his death 
on November 26, 2009, 
Davis lived in the shadow 
of Piute Mountain above 
Walker Basin. The rugged 
80 acres he called home 
suited the affable Davis, 
who loved to work the land, 
often maintaining the area’s 
dirt roads with his trusty 
bulldozer. 
	 Davis bought his 
mountain property in 
1981, after retiring from 
his job as an industrial arts 
teacher at Taft College. 
Married for 56 years, the 
couple lived there until 
Sally’s death five years ago. 
The fiercely independent 
Davis continued to live in 
their mountain home after 
his leukemia diagnosis in 
March of 2009. He even 
put the kibosh on hospice 
care – at first. 
	 “When the nurse first 
called, I told her I didn’t 
need hospice,” Davis said in 
October. “When they explained it would just 
become part of my routine, well, I thought I 
could put up with that.” 
	 So he did, charming Hoffmann’s Kern 
River Valley staff. Nearby friends and 
neighbors checked regularly on Davis as he 
continued to work his property, daily driving 
his Kubota utility vehicle from project to 
project. That Davis wanted to end his days 
in the mountains came as no surprise to his 
children – son Wayne Davis of Bakersfield 
and daughter Vickie Davis of Taft. Vickie 
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Living life on his own terms

Davis says they both accepted their dad’s 
independent streak a long time ago. 
	 “He always wanted to live in the 
mountains – he fought tooth and nail for it,” 
she says. “There were a couple neighbors that 
gave him some grief, a few fires and floods – 
my dad was a fighter.” 
	 He was also a friend, known to most in 
the area as “Dad,” Davis says. He was born 
with a spirit of adventure, coming on his 
own to California from New Mexico when 
only 16.  He graduated from Lemoore High 

School, then earned a 
master’s degree at Fresno 
State. He served in the 
U.S. Navy during WWII 
and, later in life, discovered 
a passion for prospecting. 
That passion led to a few 
prospecting trips to Alaska 
and back to Taft College, 
where he taught his hobby 
and founded the Taft 
Prospector’s Club. 
	 It was a long, full 
and happy life, lived exactly 
the way he wanted. 
	 “He had those 
years of being just what 
he wanted to be,” she says. 
“You have to be happy 
about that.” 
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Dean Ritchie was a young sailor 
stationed in Australia in 1943, 
when a fellow swabby complained 

that his girl back in Michigan wasn’t 
writing enough. 
	 Always looking out for his pals, Ritchie 
offered to write the girl to remind her she 
had a fighting man awaiting a sweet word 
or two from across the sea. The friend 
agreed and Ritchie wrote the letter. 
	 Six months later, a three-page response 
arrived for the friend. A six-page response 
arrived for Ritchie. 
	 Ritchie, now a Hoffmann Hospice 
patient, still laughs when retelling the 
story of how he met the girl destined to 
be his. Only 19 when he wrote that first 
letter, Ritchie says it was his prose that 
won him a wife. Doris Ritchie – 15-year-
old Doris Koch at the time – says she was 
intrigued, but not immediately smitten by 
his missives.
	 “There was a war on,” she says matter-
of-factly. “I thought it was my patriotic 
duty to write.” 
	 Still, it wasn’t long before Ritchie 
became the exclusive recipient of Doris’ 
letters and affections. They each had only 
a small wallet-size photo of the other, but 
that was enough. When Ritchie began 
ending his letters with “oceans of love and 
a kiss on every wave,” Doris fell for her 
seafaring friend. 
	 The two continued to write for 18 
months, through assignments that took 
Ritchie from Australia to the Admiralty 
Islands to Subic Bay in the Philippines. In 
the fall of 1945, Ritchie took the plunge, 

enlisting the help of a Navy chaplain to 
propose to Doris. 
	“It was the only way to get around 
the censors - they really cut up the 
letters,” Ritchie says. “If you got the 
chaplain’s approval, you could get 
them through without all that.” 
	 Ritchie asked Doris to move 
to California and marry him. 
She said yes to the move and the 

marriage and Ritchie sent her the money 
for a train ticket. 
He made it home to 
California in time for 
Thanksgiving and in 
late February of 1946 
Doris boarded a train 
for the three-and-
a-half day trip out 
west. He promised 
to wear his uniform, 
she told him to look 
for the girl in a red 
wool coat.
	 When Doris 
arrived at Union 
Depot in Los 
Angeles, Ritchie and 
his mom were there 
to greet her. She 
stepped off the train 
and into his arms for 
their first kiss. 
	 “I thought she 
looked beautiful,” 
Ritchie says. 
	 Tw e n t y - f o u r 
days later the couple 
married in the chapel 
of the church his 
parents had married 
in two decades 
before. The wedding party of nine went to 
a restaurant afterwards to celebrate. Sixty-
seven years later, the marriage – which 
produced 4 children, 20 grandchildren 
and 15 great grandchildren – is still going 
strong. 
	 Doris now cares for Ritchie in the 
Palmdale home they’ve shared for 30 years. 
Ritchie, diagnosed last year with renal 

failure, took hemodialysis treatments for a 
while, but says he stopped when the dialysis 
began to make him feel worse instead of 
better. When he made the decision to go 
on hospice, he knew it was the right thing 
to do. 
	 “As soon as I signed up with hospice, 
I felt such a relief,” he says. “It was like a 
burden was lifted from my whole body.” 
	 Doris bravely supports her husband’s 
decision. 

	 The letters written by a young sailor 
with a hopeful heart are tucked safely away, 
still treasured by his bride. His eyesight 
failing, Ritchie’s writing days are over, but 
he still marvels at the romance that started 
with a letter and lasted a lifetime. 
	 “We got together through the power 
of the written word,” he says. “We turned 
out to be soulmates.”






