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Foreword

I firmly believe that my service with the Third Battalion, 506th Parachute Infantry Regiment (3/506 PIR), 101st Airborne Division, during World War II, set the standard to which I have adhered for the rest of my life. It turned me from a clueless youth, still wet behind the ears, into a combat veteran able to make split-second decisions that would separate the quick from the dead – although some of our bravest were not quite so fortunate or perhaps lucky.

From the very moment I was ambushed and wounded in Normandy on June 6, 1944, my powers of concentration grew beyond all previous recognition. While I was totally unaware of it at the time, my parents played a huge part in arming me with the attitude and mind-set I would need to cope with the demands of military life. My contemporaries have often been referred to as “The Greatest Generation” but I beg to differ … to me the greatest generation was the one that preceded, and produced, us. The ones from many different lands and cultures, who came to America to breathe free and climb the financial ladder, through nothing but hard work and a selfless devotion to their new country.

Before immigrating to the USA in early 1917, my father had been wounded and invalided out of the Italian Army during World War I. When he discovered that the quickest route to American citizenship was through the armed forces, he quickly enlisted and by the end of the year, was on his way to face the same old enemy, but this time wearing a different uniform. After being honorably discharged, he married my mother, Anna, who had just arrived in the United States. My parents may have come to America as unschooled immigrants but they brought with them a love for freedom and a work ethic unmatched by any generation before or since. Multiply Alfonso DiCarlo and Anna Lolli by several millions and one can more fully understand the impact they had on a growing nation.

In 1941, I was graduating Wildwood High School in New Jersey when Pearl Harbor was attacked by Japan. Like most of America’s youth, I was anxious to get into the ongoing war and went to Philadelphia, where I enlisted into the fledgling 506th PIR. Suffering from acute acrophobia, I reasoned that this was a sure way to conquer my fear of heights! When I informed my parents of my fait accompli I was surprised by their response. Having “been there and done that,” my father was lukewarm but my mother, whom I had anticipated would burst into tears, simply kissed me and said, “God be with you and don’t dishonor your name.”

What follows on these pages accurately describes and explains the trials and accomplishments of 3/506 through its most extended single period of combat during World War II in the Netherlands. With Allied forces solidly entrenched in France, the high command was looking for ways to expand upon their successes and shorten the war. General Bernard Law Montgomery had envisioned, and sold General Dwight D. Eisenhower and the Supreme Headquarters Allied Expeditionary Force (SHAEF), a plan for a bold strike up the Eindhoven–Arnhem highway, to penetrate into the vulnerable factories of the Ruhr and deliver a fatal wound to the Nazi regime.

The plan was to fold the Germans back from the road that became known universally as “Hell’s Highway” and throw a steel spear across the Rijn (Rhine). Eindhoven and the bridges at Nijmegen and Arnhem were the keys to that success. In essence, we were to open the road to enable the armor from the British Second Army to speed unimpeded to its intended targets in the Ruhr.

The 3rd Battalion of the 506th started out by successfully attacking and investing Eindhoven and ended up almost 70 days later at the northern end of the Allied penetration, engaging the enemy in the ferociously fought battle for Opheusden. Through the recollections of the remaining veterans and the meticulous research that has been the hallmark of the author, the reader can relive the actual events that occurred – presented with clarity and a passion for the facts that is not often encountered in military histories.

As I write this, it occurs to me that we were all members of two separate but inseparable families: the one we were born into and the one we voluntarily joined in a time of national peril. Our obligation and commitment to each aspect was total. Yet one was centered on life and growth and the other dealt with death and destruction. Despite the disparity in goals the core of our innermost conviction was the unspoken willingness to imperil our very existence to preserve the continuation of the lives of other members of both our families. I never heard any of our guys say it out loud but I think their actions under fire prove my thesis.

Our regimental commander, Colonel Robert F. Sink, showed his pride in our performance when he said about us in the attack, “When they fell, they fell face forward.” Scared witless or not, we did what had to be done, even when we really didn’t want to do it, and, as I recall, there were times when we really didn’t want to do it. But we did it anyway. The one immutable fact is that the young boys who marched so blithely off to war in 1942 bore little resemblance to the weary men who came home in 1945.

Read and enjoy.

Mario “Hank” DiCarlo – July 2010

Fort Washington, Pennsylvania, USA


Preface

My relationship with the Netherlands began in the late 1980s, when as a British paratrooper and member of 10th Battalion, the Parachute Regiment (V), I first took part in the annual parachute drop – north of the Neder Rijn (Lower Rhine), near Oosterbeek – commemorating the battle of Arnhem. At the time, I was completely unaware of the American struggle that had taken place just a few miles away in the Betuwe, an area on the southern bank of the river also known as “the Island.”

Nearly 20 years later, in 2005, when I was researching my first book, Tonight We Die As Men, I arranged to spend the day with 3/506 veteran Bill Galbraith. At the time, Bill was visiting the Netherlands on a tour for the “Remember September” celebrations, while I was on a pilgrimage to Arnhem with a group of friends from 10 Para. Bill made special arrangements with the Dutch Airborne Friends for me to join him in Eindhoven.

However, the plan began to unravel when I was late for the coach rendezvous, due to an unexpected party the night before in Belgium! After spending three hours hungover on a train, I finally arrived in Eindhoven, where Bill’s hosts, Jenny and Jan van Hout, kindly picked me up. Despite the fact that they had sacrificed most of the morning’s events, Jenny and Jan graciously accepted my apology and drove me to Sint Oedenrode, where the tour had stopped for a late lunch. It was wonderful to see Bill, who introduced me to his family, and another historian, John Klein, who was a close friend and neighbor back in the States.

After the celebrations, I should have caught the train back to Arnhem but Jenny invited me to her house for dinner, along with the Galbraiths, John Klein, and fellow Dutch airborne friend Wim Klerkx. Like Bill, my hosts had also experienced the liberation of Eindhoven and during the course of a wonderful evening I began to understand what September 18, 1944, really meant for them. That night I stayed at Wim’s with Bill and the following day instead of going back to the boys, elected to stay with the Galbraiths and their Dutch airborne friends. I have no regrets because over the last six years, Jenny has not only become my “Dutch mum” but also my powerbase in Eindhoven, and it is mainly down to her incredible enthusiasm that this book has become a reality.

It was through the Van Houts, that I grew to know Geurt van Rinsum, a retired police officer from Zetten who has been instrumental in helping me understand and record the social history of the island. Since we first met in Sint Oedenrode, John Klein has also become a close friend, whose generosity and loyalty over the last few years has been truly humbling. In June 2009, when John came to Normandy with Bill Galbraith and Manny Barrios to help myself and Roger Day launch Tonight We Die As Men, he unwittingly introduced me to a pair of Dutch historians, Tom Timmermans and Tom Peeters, who later became my research team in Eindhoven. Despite having busy careers and their own historical websites – www.battledetective.com and www.battleatbest.com – both men are a joy to work with and have helped me shape this book into a profound and meaningful historical record, that I hope everyone who reads will understand and appreciate.

Ian Gardner – September 2011
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Introduction

Deliver Us From Darkness is the sequel to my first book, Tonight We Die As Men, co-written with Roger Day, which told the story of the 3rd Bn 506th Parachute Infantry Regiment (PIR) and its actions during the invasion of Normandy. For those unfamiliar with the actions of 3rd Bn 506th PIR in this period, here follows a brief summary of events leading leading up to the Allied invasion of the Netherlands in September 1944.

During the long, hot summer of 1942, those young volunteers who passed the rigors of selection training for the 506th at Camp Toccoa, Georgia, were blazing a trail that would make America sit up and listen. This “new breed” of soldier, most barely out of their teens, came from a wide range of social backgrounds and brought with them a level of intelligence and motivation that had never been seen before in the US Army. The 506th PIR was the first airborne unit to be directly recruited from the civilian population and the men had a lot to prove but prove themselves they did. Out of the 7,000 who originally applied for Col Robert Sink’s new “super unit,” only 2,000 made it through to become qualified military parachutists.

The regiment was divided into three battalions. The 1st was commanded at the time by LtCol William Turner; the 2nd by LtCol Robert Strayer; and the 3rd by LtCol Robert L. Wolverton. Wolverton was universally loved by his men because he put them first, even before any officer in the battalion. He was born on October 5, 1914, came from Elkins, West Virginia, and like Sink, he was West-Point trained. Each battalion had four companies, and the 3rd were designated HQ, G “George,” H “Howell,” and I “Item.” In training, Bob Wolverton pushed his men to their limits and in doing so carved out a national reputation based on hard work, fitness, and total professionalism.

After being transported by ship across the Atlantic, the 506th PIR arrived in Liverpool on September 15, 1943. The following day the regiment was sent to join the remainder of the 101st Airborne Division (commanded by MajGen Maxwell D. Taylor) who were already stationed in the Kennet valley between Reading (Berkshire) in the east and Ramsbury (Wiltshire) in the west, a distance of about 30 miles. The 101st Divisional HQ was midway between these two points at Greenham Lodge near Newbury. The 506th Regiment established its command post (CP) at Littlecote House, while the 3rd Bn was installed in huts at Camp Ramsbury, a picturesque old village, 15 miles to the north of Swindon.

During the spring of 1941 this rural idyll along the tranquil banks of the river Kennet was brought to an abrupt halt when work started on the construction of Ramsbury Airfield. At about the same time, a camp was built in a field on the northern edge of the village. On September 16, 1943, this camp became 3rd Bn’s new home, and remained so for almost exactly 12 months, until September 15, 1944.

Shortly after 0100hrs on June 6, 1944, the 506th PIR dropped behind enemy lines into France alongside the 501st and 502nd PIR, the 377th Parachute Field Artillery Battalion, and other units of the 101st Airborne Division, launching the first phase of Operation Overlord, codenamed Neptune.The first thrust started on June 5, when some 5,000 ships and 1,000 transport aircraft began making their way across the Channel towards occupied France. The attack was set along 40 miles of coastline between the Vire Estuary in the west and the river Orne to the east. The initial seaborne landing was to be carried out by 21st Army Group, under command of Gen Bernard Montgomery and consisted of six infantry divisions augmented by three airborne divisions, one British (6th), and two American (82nd and 101st under overall command of VII Corps). The eastern beaches, codenamed “Gold,” “Juno,” and “Sword,” came under the control of the British Second Army, led by Gen Sir Miles Dempsey; and the western beaches, codenamed “Utah” and “Omaha,” were controlled by the United States First Army under LtGen Omar Bradley.

The parachute landings for the 101st Airborne Division took place behind Utah Beach and were spread across three drop zones (DZ) designated “A,” “C,” and “D.” Col Sink parachuted with 1st and 2nd Bn onto DZ “C,” while Bob Wolverton and 3rd Bn were inserted onto DZ “D” with the mission to capture, defend, and hold two wooden bridges spanning the Canal de Carentan near the village of Brévands. These vital crossing points (one pedestrian, one vehicular) had to be held or destroyed to prevent an enemy counterattack.

Throughout most of D-Day, Sink had no idea where his 2nd and 3rd Bn were, as most of the 506th communications equipment had been lost during the jump. Despite sustaining the regiment’s highest casualties of the day, 3rd Bn’s drop onto DZ “D” was statistically the most successful. Although Wolverton was killed, a company-sized force, led by Capt Charles Shettle, 3rd Bn Operations Officer, managed to capture the bridges and thus establish the 101st Airborne Division’s right flank.

By the morning of June 7, although Shettle and his growing force were still unable to communicate with the regiment, they were fairly confident of a successful conclusion to their mission. Ironically it was the continuing lack of communication that sealed the fate of the bridges, because at lunchtime the United States Air Force (USAF) arrived and within a few terrifying moments both bridges were destroyed. With the mission now effectively over, 3rd Bn was replaced by the 327th Glider Infantry Regiment, and withdrawn to the vicinity of St-Côme-du-Mont.

On June 13, the Germans launched a fearsome counterattack and 3rd Bn (temporarily led by Capt Robert Harwick from H Company) rejoined the 506th to defend the nearby town of Carentan in an action that became known as the battle of “Bloody Gully.” From an American perspective, the battle was one of the most important and decisive actions of the entire Normandy campaign. The 101st was only expected to be in theater for seven days, but because of numerous difficulties encountered by VII Corps (which also included the US 4th Infantry Division), they remained in the region until the end of June, when Cherbourg was finally captured. The 101st Airborne suffered a staggering 4,670 casualties during the campaign, with 3rd Bn 506th experiencing the highest overall concentration. These original “Toccoa” men would be hard to replace, and the loss of LtCol Wolverton was deeply felt by all of those who had survived. During the second week of July 1944, the 506th PIR were withdrawn from Normandy and returned to the UK to rebuild and restructure in preparation for the next mission.

Market Garden

At short notice, on September 17, 1944, the 101st Airborne Division parachuted into the Netherlands as part of Operation Market Garden. The plan was to secure the main highway that passed through the city of Eindhoven – facilitating the advance of Gen Sir Miles Dempsey’s Second (British) Army towards Arnhem (which was some 40 miles away to the northeast). Dempsey’s troops had been fighting their way across France since the Allied landings in Normandy. By early September, Second Army had reached the Escault Canal in Belgium and due to the accute lack of intermediate seaports and railway lines, Dempsey was now able only to support a single tactical thrust by XXX Corps. Although the German Army put up a strong resistance in Belgium, Montgomery’s intelligence reports suggested that they were incapable of resisting another determined advance. Once the German front line had been punctured, Montgomery doubted that the enemy would have enough strength remaining to prevent a breakthrough.

The objective of the 506th PIR was to capture four crucial bridges over the river Dommel in southern Eindhoven. Third battalion, now led by Maj Oliver Horton, spearheaded the advance on September 18, taking heavy casualties along the way at the villages of Vlokhoven and Woensel. Upon entering Eindhoven (the first Dutch city to be liberated) thousands of people spilled onto the streets to embrace the paratroopers, overjoyed after four dark years of Nazi occupation. A few hours later, when XXX Corps entered the city, the roads were so crowded that their tanks and vehicles were unable to get through. The celebrations were short-lived as Eindhoven was bombed the following evening by the Luftwaffe (German Air Force), causing hundreds of civilian casualties.

With the capture of Eindhoven, the 101st Airborne thought that its mission was over. However, this was only the beginning of a bloody campaign that would see no quarter given by either side. Thousands of heavily armed enemy troops, trapped behind Allied lines, were reorganized into temporary fighting groups and sent on the offensive. Supported by Tiger tanks and self-propelled artillery the German Army began an audacious series of counterattacks along the road to Arnhem that became known as “Hell’s Highway.” Over the next two weeks, the 506th PIR were constantly called upon to defend the transport hubs north of Eindhoven at Sint Oedenrode, Veghel, and Uden.

By October the regiment were sent further north to take over from the British 214th Infantry Brigade near Arnhem. Surrounded by water, “the Island” was the name given by the Allies to the Betuwe, the area of land northwest of Nijmegen between the Neder Rijn (Lower Rhine) and the river Waal. This would be the scene of a two-month struggle fought against determined German attacks amid heavy rain, flooding, and constant shellfire. The mission in the Netherlands would be one that the men would never forget. Many felt that their lives had been misused and wasted; Normandy had been bad enough, but this time the men from 3rd Bn had really been through hell … this is their amazing true story.


[image: center] 1 [image: center]

“Tell everyone I said hello”

Rebuilding the battalion – August 1944

For those members of the 3rd Bn 506th PIR who returned from Normandy in early July physically unscathed, it seemed like they had moved from one life into another. While in France, the 101st Airborne had forged a formidable reputation amongst the Germans, earning itself the nickname “butchers with big pockets.” There can be no doubt that the contribution made by the 506th PIR had only served to enhance the division’s reputation for brutal efficiency.

“Home” for 3rd Bn was still the village of Ramsbury, which, despite all that the men had just gone through, remained tranquil and somehow unchanged. The only sign that there was still a war on was the sound of transport aircraft coming and going from the airfield (USAAF Station 469) located up on the hill. Situated in rural Wiltshire, Ramsbury was one of many beautiful hamlets occupied by the 101st Airborne Division before, during, and after Operation Neptune. Regimental Headquarters (RHQ) remained at nearby Littlecote, which was one of the finest examples of an early 16th-century Tudor manor house in England.

Three weeks after D-Day, Assistant Regimental Adjutant, Capt Max Petroff, who had remained behind in the UK at Littlecote, told 3rd Bn’s American Red Cross Director, Miss Helen Briggs, known as “Briggsey,” not to ask any questions of the men who had been wounded as they arrived back to Camp Ramsbury from hospital. She did as she was told, until one of the wealthier ladies in the village invited Petroff to dinner.

Afterwards Briggsey discovered that Max had casually announced the deaths of 3rd Bn commander, LtCol Wolverton, and his executive officer (XO – second in command) Maj George Grant. As she recalls: “It burned me up so much that I went to one of the local pubs, the Crown and Anchor, and paid three pounds and ten shillings for six bottles of spirits. As the guys returned, I took them back to my office and gave them a few drinks before pumping them for information. All the boys could talk about was Col Wolverton and his prayer in the marshaling area and the idea of a postwar reunion at the Muelbach Hotel, in Kansas City.” Col Wolverton was much loved by the men and had felt compelled to speak candidly to them before boarding the aircraft for France. Every single man in the battalion had been touched in some way by his incredibly poignant and emotive words.

God almighty! In a few short hours we will be in battle with the enemy. We do not join battle afraid. We do not ask favors or indulgence but ask that, if you will, use us as your instrument for the right and an aid in returning peace to the world. We do not know or seek what our fate will be. We only ask this, that if die we must, that we die as men would die, without complaining, without pleading and safe in the feeling that we have done our best for what we believed was right. Oh Lord! Protect our loved ones and be near us in the fire ahead, and with us now as we each pray to you.

Maj Oliver Horton had taken command of the battalion in Normandy on June 19, approximately two weeks after LtCol Wolverton’s death. Horton was a southerner from North Carolina, who had previously worked for Col Sink, as his Intelligence Officer (Regt S-2). Horton did not possess the same tactical ability as LtCol Wolverton, but nevertheless he was a more than capable leader. “Major Horton was not one of my favorite commanders and I am certain that I was not one of his either,” reflected 1st Lt Joe Doughty, who had taken over command of G Company after the death of Capt Harold Van Antwerp on D-Day.

Once again, Parliament Piece in Ramsbury was utilized as a home away from home for most of 3rd Bn’s junior officers. Affectionately known as “Lady W” by the Americans, widow Violet Wyndham owned the imposing manor house built during the reign of Charles I. Mrs Wyndham was only too pleased to welcome back the Americans, along with her 20-year-old son, Francis, who had joined the British Army in the summer of 1943, only to be invalided out with tuberculosis and pleurisy. To pass the time during his convalescence, Francis, an aspiring author, wrote his first novel, Out of the War. Although she was twice his age, Violet had a “soft spot” for 24-year-old 1st Lt Derwood Cann from Louisiana, who had recently been transferred from G Company to battalion HQ as Intelligence Officer (S-2). Cann had not made the jump into Normandy due to the fact he was in hospital with yellow fever.

Before Normandy, 2nd Lt Bill Wedeking (Machine-Gun [MG] Ptn) had been sharing a room at Parliament Piece with Lewis Sutfin (81mm Mortars), and communications officer Glenn Barr. “All meals were cooked and prepared in the basement on M-37 gasoline-fuelled field stoves by our amazing catering staff T/5 Eugene Spangler, Pfc Irvin Schumacher, and Dean Baxter,” recalls Bill:

As the officers’ dining room was located on the ground floor, all meals were brought up via hot food containers and served in “cafeteria-style” portions by the cooks. Although the menu was supplemented with “C,”“K,” and “D” rations, it always amazed me just how Spangler and [the] boys, as basic KP [kitchen police], were able to provide many appetizing and healthy meals using such simple ingredients. Mrs Wyndham did not eat with us in the mess but I have no doubt that the cooks surreptitiously provided her with meals in her private quarters. All paratroopers were issued one and a half rations per day because our training regime required superior body and muscle strength. It was also a weekly requirement for all airborne troops to “battle march,” at least 15 miles with full equipment.

After Normandy, most of the field grade officers were relocated from Parliament Piece to other locations around the village as Bill Wedeking explains:

When I took over the machine-gun platoon after Bob Machen was killed, I was sent to live with Mr Ron Rushen, at his cottage opposite the Crown and Anchor public house. Ron’s son was serving with the British Army in India, so I provided the old boy with coal, tea, soap, sugar, and other food items. Some evenings we would sit by the fireplace, without a care in the world, just listening to music. During that time, I got to know the owners of the Crown and Anchor, Ray and Jessie Young. I gave Jessie my silk escape map of France, which she made into a beautiful pillow cover. Ray was Irish and a gifted poet who gave me this verse, “Time may steal our years away – yes, and steal our memories too, but a memory of the past remains and half our joys renew.”

Joe Doughty was also on the move: “Admiral Edmond Hyde Parker and his wife Helen offered their large sumptuous house, Ramsbury Hill, as a billet to myself and ‘Andy’ Anderson.” The Hyde Parkers were a delightful couple who treated Joe and Andy like kings. At 76 years of age, Edmond was no stranger to war, having captained a warship during the infamous battle of Jutland in 1916.

After the capture of Capt John McKnight – taken prisoner at daybreak on D-Day after being misdropped over the village of St-Côme-du-Mont – Lt Fred “Andy” Anderson was now in command of I Company and recalls: “It was a real headache trying [to] look after seven officers and 160 enlisted guys, which was enough to drive a sane person crazy.” At the time “Andy” was deeply unhappy, drinking heavily and naively wished that Maj Horton would either promote him, or simply send him back to being a platoon leader. After all the good men who had been lost in Normandy, Anderson was bitter that some of his friends back home in Charlotte, North Carolina, were now in reserve occupations, or deferred from frontline service. “I was the only one who had little enough sense to want to share an active part in destroying the Axis and I felt that for us the worst of the war was over and from now on everything would be easier.”

There were a number of changes to the battalion table of organization. All-round tough guy, 1st Lt Ed Harrell joined G Co as Executive Officer, before taking command of 2 Ptn. The most serious change affected H Co, where, much to everyone’s surprise, 1st Lt James “Skunk” Walker (previously Mess Officer) was given command, after Capt Robert Harwick was transfered to the battalion staff as Executive Officer.

First Lieutenant Ivan “Moose” Mehosky (H Co 1Ptn) had suffered continuously in Normandy from a large cyst at the base of his spine. By late August it had become so infected that he could barely walk. So excruciating was the pain that Dr Stanley Morgan (3rd Bn Surgeon), sent “Moose” to a hospital near York to have the enormous pustule lanced. He was still in hospital when the alert came for Holland, so Rudie Bolte took over Mehosky’s platoon, nicknamed “the 40 thieves,” with replacement 2nd Lt David Forney as his assistant.

Rudolph Bolte was a family man in his early thirties with piercing green eyes. An experienced lawyer, Rudie turned down a comfortable army posting in Washington DC to become a paratrooper. Lt Bolte was amiable, conscientious, and hard working but sometimes came across as an eager-beaver college sophomore type. Originally from Madison, Wisconsin, Rudie had been an accomplished athlete and musician, and a former “Golden Gloves” boxing champion. When he arrived at the road bridge on D-Day, Bolte had been dazed, confused, and totally disorientated. It later transpired that he had narrowly escaped death after a shell from one of the Allied warships supporting the seaborne landings had exploded near him. Soon after completion of the bridge mission, Bolte was diagnosed with concussion and sent to a field hospital. At the time he was also suffering numbness in his hands and feet, possibly exacerbated by a serious head injury sustained as a youth. Whatever the reasons for his evacuation, it did not sit well with the men from 1 Ptn, who felt that the lieutenant was beginning to show a lack of moral fiber. Before returning to duty (still suffering from a loss of feeling in his fingers and toes) Bolte was promoted to first lieutenant and given temporary command of 1 Ptn. Rudie desperately needed to regain the respect of the men and therefore declined to go to hospital for any further treatment.

First Lieutenant Alexander Andros took over H Co 3 Ptn, from Peter Madden (now assigned to Greenham Lodge as Gen Taylor’s UK Control Officer). “It was my good fortune to have S/Sgt Harry Clawson, as my platoon sergeant,” recalled Alex. “Harry always wanted to be involved in the forefront of any action.” After Normandy, Clawson wrote a letter to his father, reflecting a deep concern for his wife, Melba, and their three children: “Dear Dad, I really don’t know why I’m writing this – I guess I’m just a bit worried about my family. I know Melba wouldn’t tell me if things were amiss but I think you would. Is she getting along OK? Enough money and such, what about her family are they giving her any trouble? Does she work too much and are the kiddies all right? I guess this is all uncalled for because I know if anything happened you would take care of it.”

As the letter progressed, Clawson’s rhetoric comfortably slipped into ruthless retribution as he asked his father to deliver a clear message to his brothers and sisters.

You can tell Delwin that I’ve got one for him and each member of his family. The same goes for Gerald, Bernard, Frank and Louise, as a matter of fact I have done the same for you, mom, Angeline and Rusty and as soon as I get upfront again, I’ll start counting some for my own family – it’s the biggest of the Clawson tribe now you know. This is a morbid subject, but I just wanted you to know that I wasn’t letting you down. Dad, war is just what you think it is (tough); so keep your sons out of it for as long as you possibly can. Tell everyone hello from me and let mom and Melba know what I have been doing on their behalf! Oh yes – my unit won a presidential citation, so I now feel like a Christmas tree with all these medals.* Keep things clicking at home and before long you will have to put up with me again, love Harry.

Sgt Bob Martin (H Co 1 Ptn) returned from the 40th General Hospital after breaking his leg during a training jump before Normandy. Lou Vecchi and Don Zahn were both promoted to sergeant on July 7; and Johnny Hahn, John Purdie, Bob Hoffman, Jay Barr, and George Montilio were all made up to corporal.

During the latter part of July, Pfc Raymond Skully from Cleveland, Ohio, was serving with G Co 2 Ptn when he received an unexpected transfer order. “I had just returned from London on furlough with my buddy T/4 Ed Sokolowski,” recalls Ray. “It was no secret that I had played the bugle so I was sent to Company HQ to replace Don Ross, who had been captured in Normandy. Although it was upsetting to leave G Co, I was excited to discover that the other aspect of my assignment was to provide close protection for Major Horton. The major treated me well and personally I think he was equal in professionalism to Col Wolverton.”

Sergeant T/4 Bill Galbraith never hated the enemy: “I always thought that he was doing the same thing for his country that I was doing for mine.” After replacing Joe Gorenc in the S-3 department – Joe was still missing in action at the time – Bill was late returning from Scotland at the end of his post-Normandy leave as Galbraith recalls: “I’d met this wonderful girl, Anna Nertney, who invited me to stay with her family in Shotts on the outskirts of Edinburgh. Anna and I travelled into town every day where I bumped into a sergeant who was a gunner on a B-17 bomber, who promised me a ride back to England at the end of my furlough. Eventually the time came to go home and I went to the airfield as instructed. After stowing all my gear on the plane, which included a statue of St Patrick (that had been a gift from Anna’s family) I waited all day for the pilot to arrive. Eventually he turned up only to inform me that I couldn’t fly because there were no extra parachutes. In my rush to leave the airfield and catch the first available train, I left the statue behind on the bomber and always wondered if the crew kept it and if it brought them good luck throughout the rest of the war?”. Consequently, Adjutant and Personnel Officer, 1st Lt Alex Bobuck, reduced Galbraith’s rate of pay to that of an ordinary private. However, because the planning and operations role carried a high degree of responsibility, Bill was allowed to retain his stripes in an acting capacity.

Hardened by battle, the men had learned a lot about each other, but the new training program was going to be equally tough as anything that had gone before. It was a question of trying to bring each new man up to the same level and experience of the combat veterans, although not necessarily by the book. “We wanted the replacements to fit in and did our best to treat them accordingly,” recalls Sgt Ralph Bennett (H Co 3 Ptn). “Normandy taught us a lot about working together and never to underestimate the ability of the enemy.”

Pfc Bob Dunning from the 81mm Mortar Ptn became friends with a replacement named Ramirez but their relationship did not get off to a good start: “One night as I was sleeping, Ramirez returned drunk to the billet. I awoke to find him cursing and swearing, holding the zipper firmly closed on my sleeping bag and a knife against my face. After some fast-talking, he finally let go and burst into tears. Some of the other replacements in the platoon such as Pvt Harold “Flash” Baker and Charlie Smith seemed to take everything in their stride and were far better adjusted than guys like Ramirez.”

When 2nd Lt John Weisenberger (Asst S-1 [personnel] Officer) from Columbus, Ohio, first arrived, for some reason he had the MG Ptn practising gun drills in the river Kennet. “He seemed a little crazy and we soon figured that one day he would get himself killed,” recalls Cpl Bobbie Rommel.

Pvt Leonard Schmidt remembers his first day on the job: “Just before Normandy, I was sent by truck with a bunch of other new guys to Littlecote House. As we were driving up to the gates, RHQ were in the process of leaving for their designated marshaling areas although we didn’t know this at the time. I heard later that the reason why we didn’t go to Normandy was because there were not enough transport aircraft available. I stayed at Littlecote for several weeks before being posted to Reading, where I joined the G-2 department at Division. I had always been fairly artistic and for that reason they had me working on sand tables and also as a technical illustrator.”

Pvt James Melhus from Eau Claire, Wisconsin, was posted to the battalion as a machine-gunner, aged 23. He recalls “After doing my 17-week basic infantry training at Camp Walters in Texas, I volunteered to be a paratrooper. Upon arrival at Fort Benning there were not enough students available so we were held back for a couple of weeks. Soon after qualifying, I was sent to the UK but was disappointed when one of the friends that I had made in jump school, Eugene Krantz, was posted to the 502.”

Most of the men in the machine-gun platoon made Melhus feel at home except for Cpl Audrey Lewallen as Jim recalls: “Lewallen was a wiry, part-Native American Indian, from Casper, Wyoming, who seemingly had a raft of issues. The corporal was an antagonistic type with a big mouth who was always picking on junior soldiers like me.” Although James Melhus’ case was unusual, the green replacements still had to be drilled and instilled with the same esprit de corps and taught the lessons learned from Normandy.

Range work and field problems began in earnest, including combat training against armored vehicles. Several daylight parachute exercises took place, with emphasis being placed on efficient assembly drills as Bill Wedeking recalls:

We returned to the Salisbury training area during the run-up to the invasion of Holland. The place was littered with duds and unexploded ordnance. Before Normandy, there was an accident when an old shell exploded, badly injuring several soldiers from another outfit. When I took over the MG Ptn, I instilled in my guys never to touch suspicious objects. I had aquired a lovely P-38 Walther and plenty of ammunition from a German officer near St-Côme-du-Mont. When we were on maneuvers, especially Salisbury Plain, I used the pistol to shoot rabbits that I skinned and ate back in my billet.

First Sergeant Ed Shames (HQ Co) and S/Sgt George Retan (I Co 3 Ptn) received battlefield commissions and went their separate ways. “I was posted to a staff position with 2nd Bn as assistant intelligence officer (S-2) under Capt Lewis Nixon,” recalls Ed. “From the word go I did not get on with Nixon who had a serious drinking problem and I never fully understood how he was able to hold his job down.”

On August 10, a parade took place on Hungerford Common, led by Gen Dwight Eisenhower. The review was followed by an awards ceremony, where it was announced that the 101st Airborne Division would now be part of the First Allied Airborne Army, under command of US LtGen Lewis Brereton. The “First Triple A” as it was known, was an amalgamation of British, American, and Polish airborne forces and comprised nearly 30,000 men. The new role did not change the overall American table of organization except for the individual rifle companies. At company level, the order of battle was restructured, with the creation of a fourth squad, dedicated to the 60mm mortar teams.

By September the strength of 3rd Bn 506th PIR, totalled around 650 officers and men. Forty percent of the battalion was made up of new personnel direct from the United States, while others came via the parachute school at nearby Chilton Foliat. Capt Jim Morton, who had broken his right foot on the jump into Normandy, was now in command of HQ Co and replacement 1st Lt Robert Pennell, his new executive officer. Jim recalls: “Pennell was a chubby man who did not fit the mould of a typical airborne soldier. However, he was a gifted armorer with a superb working knowledge of guns and ammunition but had no place on the battlefield.” Still in pain, Morton was relying heavily on his newly appointed first sergeant, Fred Bahlau, who threw himself into improving Camp Ramsbury’s facilities.

The barracks, orderly room, and ordnance shed were all refurbished and a new supply store and mail shack created from scrap timber. Morton was so pleased with Bahlau that during one of the regular Sunday morning company commanders meetings, he told Col Sink that HQ Co had one of the best first sergeants in the regiment. All praise aside, Bahlau had taken over the role under the worst possible conditions and encountered a certain amount of resentment from some of the noncommissioned officers (NCOs), like Bob Webb. Previously, 21-year-old Webb had been battalion supply sergeant. However, due to a gross misunderstanding, Bob had been demoted to private by Capt Morton, despite his more-than-capable record over the previous year. Two months earlier, during the battle of Bloody Gully, Webb was returning from Carentan when he stumbled across Morton – who was XO for G Company at that time – and several members of the communications platoon sheltering in a ditch. Following a direct order given to him by Bob Harwick (who was acting battalion commander at the time),Webb barked at the men “to get up off their butts and move forward to where they were desperately needed as riflemen.” Everyone except Jim Morton sheepishly headed off towards the front line. In the heat of the moment, Bob had forgotten that Morton’s broken foot prevented him from moving anywhere quickly. Before the captain had a chance to say anything, Webb turned and walked away, muttering the word “asshole” under his breath. Later that same day Morton was given command of HQ Company and almost immediately started to make life difficult for Webb. On August 23, Jim Morton demoted Webb and posted him to the communications platoon, under 1st Lt Glenn Barr.

The more seriously wounded from Normandy were still recovering in medical facilities up and down the country. One of the soldiers returning from a hospital in South Wales had some interesting news for Helen Briggs. “He told me that the place was full of my guys, so I decided to visit Hereford for a couple of days and see for myself.” The 3rd Bn men were certainly surprised to see Briggsey, especially Ben Hiner, who had been accidentally shot on June 10 near the town of St-Côme-du-Mont. “Ben showed me three hideous scars where the doctors had patched up his stomach,” continued Helen. “The only problem now was when he stood up, because his gut sank inwards on one side and outwards on the other. I jokingly suggested that he could do with one of my two-way stretch girdles. Although we both laughed, Ben figured that somehow it might actually do him some good! Upon my return to Ramsbury, I cut the garters from one of my slightly worn girdles and sent it to him, with a note that he would have to figure the rest out by himself.” At the time Hiner was not doing so well and weighed less than 100lbs: “I figured perhaps with the aid of the girdle that I could pass my five-mile fitness test and return to duty. Despite the fact that I had already failed my first five-mile run, I requested a retest and thanks to the girdle, made the required time and passed ‘fit for duty.’The powers that be wanted to send me to the 502, which of course I flatly refused – it would be the third battalion or nothing. I still couldn’t move around that well and bending down was a problem but eventually I managed to convince the medics to send me back to Ramsbury.”

A couple of weeks later during a visit to battalion HQ at Camp Ramsbury, Helen Briggs was surprised to see Hiner in the office. “Ben walked over with a big smile on his face, gently patting his tummy and gave me a big hug.” Hiner had another reason to be pleased. Jim Morton had just promoted him to battalion supply sergeant!

Sgt Manny Barrios (I Co) had been recuperating at the 83rd General Hospital, where he had been admitted on June 11, after being evacuated from Normandy.

Several large pieces of shrapnel were embedded between the two tendons at the front of my ankle. By the time I reached hospital, the wound had become so infected that the doctors wanted to amputate the injured leg. After threatening to “kill them all” if the procedure was carried out, my consultant decided to cut away all the dead tissue but performed the minor operation while I was fully conscious! Screaming in agony, it was all I could do just to cling onto the edge of the operating table.

After being confined to a wheelchair for several weeks, in a desperate attempt to relieve the boredom, I was taught to paint by a British nursing volunteer. I definitely had a flair for this kind of thing and pretty soon was asked to create a mural depicting a naked girl above the bar in the NCOs’ club. One of the chaplains took offense and threatened to have the place shut down if I didn’t go back and paint a layer of clothing over my masterpiece. Reluctantly I thinned out some red paint and carefully brushed a semi-translucent veil across her buxom breasts and perfectly proportioned behind. Everyone seemed happy with the result, as I was commissioned to work on a more esoteric project, the ceiling and walls of the hospital cinema.

When the division was alerted for the invasion of Holland, they recalled as many people as they could from hospital. By this time, I considered myself well enough to return but my doctor insisted it could only be for “light duties.” As I leapt from the tailgate of a moving truck outside Camp Ramsbury, I fell forward on the slope of the road and reopened the wound on my foot. Dr Morgan carefully read my surgeon’s note and insisted on seeing the injury. Despite my protests, he took one look at the blood seeping from my ankle and sent me straight back to hospital. I was beside myself with guilt but the damage had been done and there was absolutely nothing I could say or do to change it.

Pfc Ken Johnson (H Co 2 Ptn), had been recovering at a hospital in Southampton for nearly three months. Ken’s terrifying experience in Normandy had shaken him to the very core:

After breaking my leg on the jump, I found shelter with two other guys in a crater on the drop zone. I never learned the names of my comrades, except that one was from the 82nd Airborne, some of whom had been misdropped into our area of operations. The other guy, who was unarmed, had a broken arm as well as an impacted back. Although the soldier was clearly in a great deal of pain, he volunteered to keep watch on the other side of the crater. At first light, I crawled over to see if he wanted a cigarette, only to discover that he was dead, killed by a single bullet in the face. We could do nothing but remain vigilant, and fire at anything that moved. I blamed myself for that poor guy’s death and being trapped for nearly 72 hours with his body had a deep and profound effect on me. As the tide of battle shifted, eventually on the third day, the probing attacks stopped and the medics were able to locate and pick us up.

Back in the UK, Johnson considered himself lucky compared with the baby-faced soldier in the hospital bed next to him:

The kid had been badly wounded in the groin and had to have an “A” frame contraption covering his shredded genitals. Before being discharged, I convinced my doctor to change the paperwork to read “crushed” rather than “serious leg fracture.” When I got back to battalion my squad leader, Sgt Bill Cumber, turned a blind eye and never made an issue out of it. In my absence Pfc Don Hegenes had taken over the machine gun for first squad. It was a relief to be assigned as a regular rifleman, because I wasn’t looking forward to carrying a 30lb machine gun again.

Pvt Joe Marshall (MG Ptn) wrote a short letter from hospital to Sgt Garland “Tex” Collier. Twenty-five-year-old Tex had taken over from George “Doc” Dwyer after the latter had been posted to the jump school at Chilton Foliat.

Hello Collier – Just thinking of you all and wondering how you got by in France? Do you remember where you last saw me? Well I was there for about 40 hours before an aid man could get to me. I will be in this bed for some time and it will be five or six months before I am able to walk again. I know it will be tough for me to stay in hospital for that length of time and I don’t know yet if I will be sent back to the 506. I have about £59.00 of loans outstanding and I would really appreciate it if you will get back as much of it as you can and send it to me. Please tell Cpl Riley to return my watch etc. Here is a list of the boys that owe me money I thank you very much for your trouble. I know it is asking a lot for you to do this but Collier I feel you would care to do it for me a friend… Joe.

PS: Give them my hospital address and get the dough! Send it all in a money order, thank you.

Of the dozen or so people who were on Marshall’s list, Les Riley and Bob Boem were dead, Tom Bucher was lying paralysed in hospital and Clarence Kelley was a prisoner of war.

Cpl Mario “Hank” DiCarlo (H Co 1Ptn) felt that he still had not proved himself in battle to his friends. “Despite the fact that I had seen what war could do, I just couldn’t wait to get back into combat,” recalls DiCarlo, who had been shot in the upper right chest on June 6, while scouting along the southern bank of the Canal de Carentan close to the village of Brévands after crossing the road bridge on D-Day. Dr Morgan had recommended that DiCarlo be kept off jump status until further notice. However, Hank surreptiously destroyed the “note” before returning to the company.

Although she did not realize it at the time, Helen Briggs’ destiny, along with that of 3rd Bn, was about to drastically change owing to the rapid expansion of Allied ground forces in France.

The ARC needed experienced club directors and I was asked to go to Paris with the promise that I would be returned to 3/506, whenever they settled in Europe. At my farewell party, I was trying hard not to cry, until my GI brother Clark walked in. The guys couldn’t understand my reaction because they knew I was still “secretly” dating Bob Harwick. My brother, who I hadn’t seen for eight years, had been on his way to Tidworth with a colleague, to pick up supplies and changed his orders to read “as directed.” Afterwards Bob Harwick “directed” my brother to take me to London, which conveniently solved all my logistical and travel problems.

During this time the American paratroops were issued a “new-style” olive green regular M43 uniform and high-buckled boots, intended to replace the tan jumpsuits and brown lace-up high-leg leather boots. Bill Galbraith was worried that the buckles on the new footwear might get caught in his rigging lines when parachuting: “Consequently those of us that had any sense continued jumping with the boots that we had worn in Normandy. However, by far the greatest improvement was made to our parachutes that were now fitted with a quick-release attachment.”

The T5 parachute packs were modified in England but only, it would seem, for the 101st Airborne Division. The riggers made up several versions, adding the British Quick Release Fastening (QRF), together with extra webbing straps manufactured for the standard British X-Type parachute. The alterations solved most of the previous problems, making the T5 a more comfortable fit and much easier to unfasten after landing.

In mid-August, the Regiment was ordered to prepare for a jump at Rambouillet, 20 miles southwest of Paris. Luckily the operation (codenamed Transfigure) was cancelled, as it was later discovered that a panzer division had been waiting in the forest adjoining the intended drop zone. Joe Doughty remembers, “After returning from the marshaling area, Admiral Hyde Parker inquired, ‘Was it a rough show, boys?’Andy Anderson and I were quite embarrassed and had to reply as if we had done something worthwhile but couldn’t say anything because it was all very ‘hush hush.’”

In early September, the 506th was alerted for two further operations in Belgium, the first called Linnet at Tournai and another in the vicinity of Liège. However, George Patton’s Third Army captured both objectives before the airborne missions could even get off the ground. After Liège, Ed Shames was astounded to discover that Lewis Nixon had abandoned him to organize the S-2 missions and went to see 2nd Bn’s commanding officer (CO), LtCol Robert Strayer.

Strayer quite literally threw me out of his office but I was not going to let this go. A couple of days later, I plucked up courage and went to see Colonel Sink at Littlecote. Firstly, I had to convince Sink’s personnel officer, Major Salve Matheson who told me “that I should have known better and used the official channels to get a proper hearing.” However, he relented and showed me into Sink’s office. The colonel sat and listened to my plea. “Sir, I just cannot work with Captain Nixon, he is in my opinion totally unprofessional and I am getting very little support from Colonel Strayer. I’d rather turn in my commission and go back to third battalion than continue to work under these circumstances.” Sink was horrified and almost blew his stack before sending me outside to wait in Matheson’s office.

A few moments later the boss called me back in. “Shames, you are truly a pain in the behind but I recognize that there may be certain differences of opinion between yourself and Captain Nixon.” Luckily Sink still had a reasonable amount of affection for me, which no doubt influenced his subsequent decision. “Shames, before you say anything, there is no way that I’m going to transfer you back to third battalion. In a few weeks, I am planning to redesignate 3 Ptn, E Company as Regimental Patrols Platoon and would like you to head them up. They are a tough bunch but I think you can handle “the mutineers”* so what do you say?” Of course I was delighted with the offer and in the meantime, Sink assigned me to assist Regimental Operations Officer, Major Clarence Hester, in the S-3.

 

Before too long Shames would be back in action and working alongside 3rd Bn, but in the Netherlands, not Belgium.

 

* Clawson won a Silver Star, alongside S/Sgt Fred Bahlau, for his actions at the road bridge near Brevánds, on June 6, 1944.

* So-called because of a controversial incident before Normandy involving a group of senior NCOs after refusing to serve in combat under Captain Herbert Sobel – who at the time was in command of E Company.
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