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B ob Overton and three other members 
of the 217th Military Police Company 
settle down for the night in a hotel 

lounge just over the German border. Behind 
them: the 10-months-long trail of bloodshed 
that expelled Nazi power from France and the 
Low Countries.
 Suddenly, two infantrymen stomp drunkenly 
into the hotel and start to smash glass break-
ables with their rifl es.
 “Hey fellas, is that necessary?” says one of 
the four military police, a corporal.
 Not taking too kindly, the infantrymen turn 
their rifl es on their fellow Americans and order 
them outside the hotel. They line their captives 
against a brick wall, one holding them there at 
gunpoint and the other beginning to work on 
the corporal’s face with some strong slaps.
 Before the attack spreads to the other three 
men, two offi cers drive up to the hotel.
 “And that’s what stopped it,” Overton recalls 
seven decades after his time as a private in 
World War II, “and I can imagine they prob-
ably would have killed us — our own guys, our 

infantry guys.
 “We were four MPs, and the infantry didn’t 
handle MPs well because one of our jobs was, if 
any infantry or artillery or soldiers were left be-
hind, we would have to approach them and take 
them to a replacement pool” to be reassigned in 
the action.
 From the dining-room table of his Gaines-
ville home, Gizmo the 13-year-old shih tzu 
sleeping nearby, Overton described the hotel 
run-in as the closest he’d come to being shot 
during the war. Attached to Gen. George Pat-
ton, the 217th was committed to support roles: 
patrolling newly captured towns, transporting 
prisoners, directing traffi c, occasional recon-
naissance.
 And gratefulness for having such duties is 
what Overton, 91, refl ects on mostly all these 
years later.
 “I’m glad I never had to kill anyone, even a 
German soldier,” he said, “but I certainly would 
have if I needed to protect myself.”
 For years, news stations and informal 
conversations have proclaimed WWII vets 
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Bob Overton, a 91-year-old World War II veteran whose 217th Military Police Company was attached to Gen. George 

Patton, poses with his shih tzu, Gizmo, in front of their Gainesville home.
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as dwindling more and more by the day. Indeed, out of the 
16 million women and men who served during the war, an 
estimated 855,000 remain, with most in their 90s. At 80,000, 
Florida is second only to California’s 93,000, according to the 
National World War II Museum.
 With the history and heroism literally fl eeting, hearing their 
stories in person is becoming that much more rare and precious.
 Some of Overton’s stories do touch on the more gruesome 
sides of the war. When U.S. forces fi nally broke free from 
northern France and started to march toward Germany, he saw 
dead Germans, bloated, all along the roads and in the fi elds.
 And he arrived at Dachau concentration camp right after it 
was liberated, in time to witness “boxcar loads of skeletons.”
 “Some of them who were still living were nothing but skin 
and bones,” he remembered. “That was a sad experience, really.”
 But there are also sides that Overton can cover while smil-

ing: the stronger Dachau prisoners celebrating with music and 
dancing with their American emancipators, and U.S. soldiers 
not misbehaving themselves as they were lined up outside 
what he calls a “house of ill repute” in Luneville, France.
 The memory Overton mentions most starts with a German 
fi ghter pilot parachuting out of his plane after being hit by an 
American adversary. Overton and a partner were guarding a 
bridge to make sure it would be clear for tanks to cross over.
 That night, Overton’s partner woke him up because of some 
noise coming from under the bridge. Overton brushed it off as 
ducks he’d seen earlier, but the partner persisted.
 Overton went to check it out, and there was the pilot, hands 
raised and armed with a fl are gun and a Luger pistol, a popular 
spoil of war for the Americans.
 “My buddy and I decided we’d wait until tomorrow to see 
who gets the Luger and who gets the fl are gun,” Overton said, 

Overton holds his 15th Corps patch (left) and (clockwise from left): a photo of 

himself during the war, a photo of him and other WWII veterans at the 2014 

Wings of Dreams annual D-Day remembrance in Keystone Heights, and signed 

portraits from former University of Florida football coach Ray Graves and 

President Stephen C. O’Connell.
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adding that the three men were mostly 
quiet as they sat awake through the 
night, despite the pilot knowing English.
 “But our second lieutenant, he came 
along about 6 o’clock in the morning 
to check on us. We said we’ve got the 
German offi cer, and so he took the Luger 
and he took the fl are gun.”
 Locally, Overton is perhaps most 
well known for being the University 
of Florida’s food service director from 
1966 to 1983, the longest anyone has ever 
served in the position, and the univer-
sity’s fi rst from the private industry after 
it switched from in-house food service 
to Overton’s company, Servomation.

 Overton started at UF the year Gator 
great Steve Spurrier won the Heisman, 
and then-coach Ray Graves called Over-
ton the 12th man on the football team for 
working with trainers to provide ideal 
meals for the university’s student athletes.
 With a thick fi eld of gray hair and 
smooth stretches of facial skin, Overton 
has been told that he can’t be a day over 
75. But his family size would beg to differ: 
three children, fi ve grandchildren, fi ve 
great-grandchildren and two great-great-
grandchildren. His wife, Juanita, died in 
2006 after they’d been married 60 years.
 Also aging him is his Depression-era 
childhood home: a three-room log cabin 
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in North Carolina with no electricity or running water.
 Overton doesn’t delve too much into his stories through 
public speaking, though about three years ago, he did talk with 
the history classes at Bradford High School in Starke taught by 
one of his grandchildren.
 “They were very much interested in his story, from before 
the service and his experience while landing” at the Nor-
mandy beaches 10 days after D-Day, said the grandchild, 
Matthew Overton. Many of the students’ parents are military 
reservists, he added.

 
“And a lot of the reserve companies here in 
Florida are military police battalions, so they 
could relate to his story a little better because 
they can see it in their own life.”
 Also talking with the classes was Overton’s 
good friend and Gainesville neighbor Bill 
Scruggs, who fl ew a B-17 in the war and was 
injured in a crash on his 21st mission that 
killed seven of the nine crewmembers. Scruggs 
passed away last year at 92.

 “He was in the hospital off and on for three years,” Overton 
said of Scruggs’ post-crash recovery. “I saw a picture of him: 
He was bandaged on his entire body, and you could only see 
his eyes and his mouth and nose.”
 Such experiences from other veterans brings Overton back 
to his humble impressions of his support role during the war 
and all that he has to be grateful for.
 “I thank the Lord that I never had to fi re one shot with my 
carbine rifl e.” s

Overton holds a picture of himself from August 1945 

while stationed in Marseille, France, where he awaited 

a boat to carry him back to the U.S. after the surren-

ders of Germany and Japan. In the photo is a captured 

Nazi fl ag and a stray dog named Salty he had taken 

under his wing.
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