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FOREWORD

It was a beautiful fall afternoon when I pulled up in my rental car in the driveway of Bob Slaughter’s home in the gentle, rolling hills outside Roanoke, Virginia. I was emotionally drained. I had just spent several days talking to the relatives of nineteen young men—the so-called Bedford Boys—who had died in a matter of minutes on Omaha Beach.

That very morning, I had managed with great difficulty to coax a few painful memories from the only officer still living from Company A, 116th Infantry Regiment, 29th Division—the first unit of Americans to hit the most lethal beach on D-Day and to which the Bedford Boys had belonged. Perhaps Mr. Slaughter, a fellow survivor of “Bloody Omaha” would be just as reluctant to talk, just as cautious as others in casting his mind back to days that Virginia communities such as Lynchburg, Bedford, and Roanoke struggled for many years to try to forget.

I had heard so many overwhelming stories of grief and loss, from widows who still cry when they remember, from brothers and sisters, from a daughter who never did get to meet her father. Frankly, I was depressed. But then Bob greeted me at his front door with a firm handshake and a warm welcome, and a smile finally returned to my face. For a couple of hours I sat transfixed in his study as he told me the amazing tale of how he also landed on Omaha Beach on June 6, 1944, and managed not only to get off that killing ground without injury but also, by some miracle, to fight on across Normandy and then France until the fall of the Third Reich.

Bob Slaughter told his story with clarity, humor, and sometimes brutal honesty. I knew from the first few minutes of our conversation that I had found a very important source, a man with a keen and accurate memory who had experienced the same upbringing, induction to the army, and buildup to D-Day as the young men from Bedford whose story I was trying to tell. I discovered that he was just fifteen when he joined the National Guard. “I was tall for my age—six foot two,” he told me. “We got a dollar every drill and went to Virginia Beach in the summer.” He grew another three inches by D-Day.

I will not spoil Bob’s riveting narrative by revealing what happened to him on D-Day. Suffice it to say that when he told me I was shocked to the core by the random nature of the slaughter—life and death were separated by a bullet going a fraction of an inch one way or the other. Many of Bob’s friends from Roanoke were killed before his eyes. It was almost impossible to stomach, and it was even harder to then find the strength, the guts, to get the job done and get off that beach. But all six foot five inches of Bob Slaughter managed it.

By the end of June 1944, Bob Slaughter had fought through hedgerows and ruined villages toward St.-Lô. Very few of the men he had landed with on D-Day were still alive. All knew that they would either be killed or wounded. There was no other fate. “Your best hope was for a million-dollar wound, nice clean sheets, and a pretty nurse,” Bob told me. “You didn’t want to lie out there and bleed for a long time. I’d see guys on a stretcher, and they’d been shot through the leg and they would be smiling. ‘I’ll see ya buddy!’ they shouted. You didn’t want to get it in the groin or stomach but the legs, arms, shoulders, hands. That would have been wonderful. Fingers didn’t count.”

Thankfully, every day Bob Slaughter spent in combat counted. Indeed, every yard he advanced counted a great deal. He and his ilk—liberators, not conquerors—earned America an inestimable prestige in the eyes of an eternally grateful continent. Visit hamlets where Slaughter and his brothers fought, as I did on the sixtieth anniversary of D-Day, and you will find that today people still remember the heart-wrenching sacrifice of young American lives. Some of the locals saw the cost of freedom with their own eyes: the twisted corpses dotted along hedgerows, the lines of young Virginians, limbless, disfigured, waiting in some shell-holed church to be evacuated.

I don’t care if this sounds shamelessly sentimental. It is the truth: Bob Slaughter and his kind walk like giants among us today. They are not long for this world. So while they are still here to shake our hands, we should read what they write and listen to what they say. They were there. They can tell us what it was like to fight during America’s finest hour—June 6, 1944. They can tell us that only for the greatest of causes should any young American lay down his life.

I owe a two-fold debt to Bob Slaughter. As a Brit, I grew up in a Europe that he helped liberate. I have enjoyed what so many of his childhood friends never lived to see—over sixty years of peace and prosperity on a continent that had been scarred by war since the beginning of history. I am also indebted to Bob because I benefited enormously in my research from a carefully typed manuscript that he loaned to me—the origins of the book you are reading now. The manuscript has changed a great deal since then. But the story is essentially the same: Bob Slaughter’s memoir Omaha Beach and Beyond is a powerful and moving tale of a teenage warrior who came of age on D-Day. It is the story of a man who could not forget, who walked the sands on Omaha with President Clinton at his side in 1994, on the fiftieth anniversary of the invasion, and who more than any other is responsible for the building of America’s finest war memorial—the National D-Day Memorial in Bedford, Virginia.

If you ever happen to be in Bob Slaughter’s neighborhood, take a detour and visit the memorial. It lies in the lee of the Blue Ridge Mountains. It is a beautiful place, a fitting tribute to the men who fought and died alongside Bob Slaughter. And if you ever happen to find yourself in Normandy, the setting for so much of this cracking good story, you must pay a visit to the American cemetery at Colleville sur Mer. Bob knows the place well. Several of his good friends are buried there in graves overlooking the beach, beside 9,386 other American dead from the battle for Normandy. In the near future, I will take my young son to the graveyard to make him proud to be an American. I will talk to him about men like Bob. I will tell him it was my honor to spend time with them. I will also take him to a chapel at the heart of the rows of dead, a chapel Mr. Slaughter also knows only too well. On a wall of that chapel the following words are inscribed for all to see: “Think not only upon their passing. Remember the glory of their spirit.”

—Alex Kershaw


INTRODUCTION

Historians, scribes, and screenwriters have long featured World War II as the global event of the twentieth century, and D-Day at Normandy on June 6, 1944, was indisputably one of the greatest battles of the war. Yet by 1944, the German army was severely crippled and stretched to the limit. Through 1944 and 1945, the once-potent Luftwaffe was almost nonexistent.

Why then, did the twelve-nation Allies have so much trouble bringing the war-weary Nazi empire under control? The cost of the war had reached into the billions and billions of dollars, and had caused the loss of many millions of human lives. Why then, was this war so difficult for so long?

This book fails to answer any of that.

My purpose instead is to tell the untold story of a few young citizen soldiers, including myself, who were caught up in a world war that turned out to be so utterly brutal that it still remains difficult to write about it even now, over sixty years later. Much of this account tells the story of the melding of national guardsmen and drafted soldiers into a fighting unit that defeated a well-disciplined, well-equipped, and well-led professional Axis army.

Before D-Day, the regular army called 29th Division soldiers “home nannies” and “weekend warriors.” Some volunteer or drafted soldiers actually regarded former national guardsmen as inferior. Major General Leslie McNair—later killed by friendly fire in Normandy—wrote to Washington that in his opinion, National Guard officers were unfit for combat.

A few guardsmen and reservists were indeed deficient, and were quickly separated out. A relatively few other guard officers were too old or otherwise unfit, but the vast majority became the nucleus of the wartime army. Many former Virginia National Guard officers and noncoms led the 116th Infantry Regiment, which stormed Omaha, the most viciously defended of the Allied landing beaches.

Most of these men became outstanding wartime leaders. Technical Sergeant Frank Peregory of K Company, 116th, for example, first won the Soldiers Medal by plunging into a frozen North Carolina canal to save a fellow soldier’s life. Later, he posthumously won the nation’s highest award, the Medal of Honor, for extreme valor in combat. He hailed from Charlottesville, Virginia, and was a former national guardsman. In the name of fairness, I hasten to add that the 29th Division was blessed with many great drafted and volunteer soldiers as well.

This book portrays the months and months of man-killing assault training and physical conditioning that we soldiers willingly accepted. Despite enduring those many, many months of unbelievable hardships and harsh military discipline, many of my comrades were killed within minutes on the bloody sands of Omaha Beach, or mere days later in the entangling Normandy hedgerows. Others survived only to be killed within a few months, on the wintertime battlefields of Nazi Germany.

Recalling events of long ago and in the proper chronological order is, at best, an educated guess. However, many of my long-dormant memories, fuzzy at first, crystallized into focus with the help of reliable evidence from other credible eyewitnesses. We are not talking about information from best-selling books about World War II, but unique, untold stories set down in the words of ordinary former officers and men of the 116th Infantry and the 29th Division. Many of these contributors have now answered the last roll call. Thankfully, their memories are not buried with them and will live for all eternity!

During early D Company reunions, a pseudo committee of “intellectuals” engaged in many serious roundtable discussions. These stories often conflicted at first, but usually after recourse, evolved into almost unanimously accepted facts. For some, recurring flashbacks would not evaporate easily into oblivion. Many vivid episodes often resurfaced while lying in bed, only to return in sweaty nightmares after sleep arrived.

All of us vividly remembered the history-changing event that occurred on December 7, 1941, when an audacious Japanese sneak attack destroyed the American Pacific Fleet at Pearl Harbor. This single event drew the United States and much of the world into the second great war of the twentieth century.

The men of the 116th Regiment also recalled the danger of the transatlantic crossing as we sailed for war in October 1942. As we watched from the deck of one of the largest ocean liners afloat, 332 Englishmen perished. In an incredible midocean shipwreck, the RMS Queen Mary sliced through one of our light cruiser escorts, the HMS Curacoa. This tragedy occurred on a calm and sunny afternoon in the North Atlantic Ocean.

Nor did those of us who volunteered for the 29th Rangers ever forget the harsh, wintertime physical training we endured at the Commando Training Depot in the rugged highlands of Scotland. The British commando instructors were given the task of preparing one thousand American volunteers for a tough special assignment. Half of us washed out, and the five hundred that were left wondered why we had accepted the hardships in order to become 29th Rangers.

There were greater and lesser adventures, but all are worth retelling. The amphibious assault training at southern England’s beaches; living and hiking on the water-soaked and utterly bleak English wintertime moors; D-Day briefings at the marshaling area; and, of course, the terrible disaster suffered by the 116th RCT (Regimental Combat Team) at Omaha Beach on June 6, 1944. That fatal day, the Allied navies and air forces undoubtedly saved the lodgment at Omaha by keeping Jerry’s vaunted panzers at bay until our depleted and vulnerable V Corps was adequately replenished and reinforced. In my opinion, the Omaha Beach sector would have failed had it not been for the supporting warships and airplanes.

It was comforting to have nearby the elite 2nd and 5th Ranger Battalions, the veteran Big Red One 1st Division, the 4th Ivy Division, and two airborne divisions—the combat-tested 82nd All Americans, and the 101st Screaming Eagles. They were just as scared and shaken as we were, but we knew that if we could just hold on for a few days, reinforcements were on the way. Who could ever forget D-Day, even if it were one hundred years ago!

I remember buddies with whom I spent passes to London, men I played cards with a couple of days before the landing, who signed their autographs on my Eisenhower D-Day missive, who shook hands with me on the Javelin’s deck—young men, as I was, all killed during the largest air, land, and sea battle ever fought. Many more were maimed and never seen again. How could I forget this epic event, even if I fail to recall all the proper names and faces?

Memoirs are not history. But history is someone’s recorded memory.

Most of us remember noble and heroic deeds, but conveniently forget or fail to record the less than noble. I am no different. Many times I did and saw things that are best forgotten or left unwritten. War brings out the best and worst in most of us. The Nazis were accused of killing, raping, pillaging, and burning. A few on our side were also guilty of all these crimes. Soldiers on both sides looted for souvenirs, as did I. Many men lost their lives in their quest for booty. And yet cruel treatment of the enemy was an unusual occurrence. I, myself, am proud to say that I once saved an enemy soldier’s life.

This book will attempt to show that ordinary men and women can do extraordinary feats if they believe the cause is great. Many GIs have said that they were merely “fighting for each other.” True, but I maintain another factor played a more important role, and it can be summed up with one word: pride. Regardless of their motives, I saw very few cowards in the 116th Infantry Regiment. May God bless the many, many, more heroes.


CHAPTER ONE
HOW IT ALL BEGAN

WAR AND REMEMBRANCE

In September 1988, on a cloudy, windy afternoon, I was among a group of 29th Division veterans who were making a pilgrimage to Normandy. Many of us had participated in the initial 1944 amphibious assault on Normandy’s Omaha Beach on D-Day, one of the bloodiest and most epic battles of World War II.

We were there to dedicate the 29th Division Memorial-Monument that had just been erected on hallowed ground at the maw of the D-1 exit draw at Vierville, on the Dog Green Sector of Omaha Beach. The draw, referred to on military maps as D-1, is an eroded ravine that leads off the beach to the village of Vierville-sur-Mer. Near here, well-entrenched German defenders mauled hundreds of our proud 1st Battalion in the early morning of June 6, 1944. The memorial erected and paid for by 29th Division Association members, honors the legions of comrades who lost their lives on D-Day and in the eleven months of bitter fighting that followed.

It was my first visit to the Normandy beaches since the end of World War II. My initial reaction was pride in being one of the men who had participated in the pivotal battle of the war in Europe. But I was also saddened for all those brave young men who fought and died that day. Now 9,387 of them are forever interred under crosses and stars on the scenic 172-acre bluff at the Colleville-sur-Mer American Cemetery.

Now, forty-five years later, my wife Margaret and I were standing about two hundred yards to the east of the Vierville Draw. I looked westward toward Pointe du Hoc where the 2nd Rangers did the impossible, then eastward up the beach where the 1st Infantry Division, the Big Red One, stormed ashore. I then scanned the foreboding bluffs, and finally looked out to sea.

Memories of that fateful day long ago overwhelmed me. Tears welled up and began to run down my face. I knew most of the forty brave young men of my D Company who died that day on the sand and in the water. Diehard German machine gunners supplemented by untold numbers of riflemen sent streams of 8mm bullets at anything and everything that moved. Slightly wounded men, who under ordinary circumstances could have been saved, were left to bleed, suffer, and die, because it was impossible for the understaffed medics to attend to all of them. Remembering it all left me speechless.

Margaret tried to make sense of the battle scene by asking me probing questions. I simply didn’t know how to answer, or my brain just couldn’t handle her queries.

I could only wonder, shaking my head, how in the world had we ever managed to cross that long, slightly graded expanse of beach, moving upward into the teeth of a determined enemy? To cross those four hundred yards of mushy sand and gain a modicum of precious cover, my squad and I had to run through a gauntlet of chattering machine guns that sent strings of fiery tracer bullets crisscrossing our front. Many bullets popped and cracked over and about our flattened bodies as we tried to escape the fusillade coming from the bluffs. What scared me the most was the screeching and booming of the German artillery and mortars zeroing in at the shoreline.

And then there were the screams from men being hit, and dire pleadings for help from the drowning.

There were decisions to be made: when to abandon the armpit-deep water at the shoreline, knowing the flooding tide would soon swallow us. If we stayed where we were, the tide would soon force us closer to the gun sights of the well-entrenched and well-camouflaged enemy.

It was much different on this gray and breezy afternoon forty-five years later. I tried to recall the low tide, 200 yards lower, and the nearly five thousand ships of all kinds and descriptions out in the English Channel, forming the largest armada in history. I also recalled other images: a burning landing ship, tank (LST) with its ramp down, an amphibious tank on fire, men and equipment floating in the water and nobody moving on the beach. And then there were the ugly antilanding obstacles, made of timber posts with mines tied to them, that hindered our landings during the flooding tide. The obstacles themselves were bad enough, but the early waves were forced to land at extreme low tide to avoid the potent twenty-pound teller mines tied at their apex. This meant the battalion was forced to run across a much deeper stretch of flat sand, advancing 400 to 450 yards under withering fire.

Forty-five years had done nothing to erase the vividness of these memories.

Preparing for D-Day, the largest air, land, and sea battle ever fought, began for me on my sixteenth birthday, February 3, 1941. Ironically, this was also the date the Virginia National Guard, of which I was a member, was inducted into federal service. Following twenty months of training in the United States and the Japanese bombing of Pearl Harbor, my unit, Company D, 116th Infantry Regiment, 29th Division, was sent to the war zone in the British Isles. We didn’t know it then, but our ultimate goal would be to spearhead the invasion of Normandy, France, in less than two years.

The world was at war. Adolf Hitler and Benito Mussolini were hell-bent on conquering the world by using devious diplomacy and the iron fist. The United States was struggling to get back on its feet after the devastating economic depression of the 1930s. Unemployment was strangling the country—and its feeble military defenses invited these ambitious despots and the Japanese to take bold military gambles.

My decision to join the National Guard was not entirely patriotic. My family was financially pinched. I believed that I could help and, too, I was impatient to become a mature man. Hollywood movies had already become the favorite propaganda medium, and the silver screen’s biggest stars played larger-than-life war heroes. The War Department and the film industry collaborated to make the handsome and brave American soldier, sailor, marine, or pilot always the winner. He might suffer a heroic wound, but it was seldom fatal. The military hero always ended up with the most beautiful girl, too, which attracted the attention of many naïve schoolboys. For Whom the Bell Tolls, Sergeant York, A Yank in the RAF, and Dawn Patrol were a few of my favorites.

Rousing John Philip Sousa martial band music saturated the airwaves. Thousands of posters and billboards promoting jingoistic patriotism enticed youngsters to “Join the Navy and See the World!” On zillions of posters, a stern Uncle Sam pointed directly at me and declared: “I Want YOU!” All these gimmicks had an effect on the subconscious thinking of eager young men and boys, and long lines began to form at recruiting offices. Many of my fuzzy-chinned school chums were joining the navy or the marines and some made a point of showing off their splendid uniforms. These branches of service didn’t interest me, though, because the regular enlistment for a marine was four years and for a sailor it was six.

One evening, a neighborhood schoolmate came by our house on his way to National Guard drill, wearing an olive drab (OD) woolen dress uniform. His name was Medron R. Patterson, but everyone called him Nudy. Nudy’s brass buttons glistened, and the military insignias revealed the colorful history of his regiment in the last war. He had already made corporal, and explained that with each promotion came extra pay.

Corporal Patterson was a well-built lad and, I thought, looked very impressive in his olive drab woolens. He proudly told me he was allowed to keep a uniform at home to wear to the weekly drills. I could picture myself wearing a uniform like that, a uniform that would help me to gain respect. Patterson assured me that his company commander, Captain William Stinnett, might consider my application.

Captain Stinnett was looking for a few good men, but not necessarily a naïve, smooth-faced schoolboy. He questioned my decision, but said that if my parents signed, he would consider the request. It was well known that the Virginia National Guard was to be activated into federal service for a year of intense military training. But I doubt that one person in D Company believed at the time that the United States was gearing up for a world war. I know I didn’t.

My family prior to 1937 lived in Bristol, Tennessee. My father had joined the army in 1918 during World War I and was assigned to the coast artillery at Fort Story, Virginia. During his military service he contracted the dangerous pandemic Asian flu virus, and almost died. This illness so weakened his system he never fully recovered.

After the war, John W. Slaughter settled in Bristol, Virginia, where he found work as a lumber salesman and billing estimator at the Bristol Builders Supply Company. Although he had only a tenth-grade education, my father was considered a gifted mathematician. He met and married my mother, Vera Hunter, who was then working in Bristol as a medical secretary for the Massengill Pharmaceutical Company. I was born nine months later on February 3, 1925; then came William Hunter fifteen months later, and James Walker about four years after that. After an interval, Mary Louise entered the picture.

The stock market crash that led to the great worldwide depression of the 1930s caused the nation to hunker down and try to weather the very serious financial crisis. The Slaughter family, although struggling a bit financially, was no worse off than its neighbors. We lived moderately on my father’s salary until the building trade hit a slump that forced Bristol Builders to drastically downsize its work force. My father was one of the employees the company cut loose. This move caused the Slaughter family much physical and mental stress.

After weeks of searching for work, my father finally found it in Roanoke, Virginia. We lived for a few weeks at a public boarding house on Patterson Avenue until we were able to rent a house within walking distance of my father’s new job at the Skyline Lumber Company. This lumber supply company was similar to the one he left in Bristol, but he was forced to accept much less responsibility and less pay. Due to circumstances, he considered himself lucky to find this job as the warehouse superintendent. His weekly paycheck was thirty-five dollars.

There were four children to feed, and increasingly frequent doctor bills. My father’s health was deteriorating, and it became hard to make ends meet. I was almost fifteen years old and wanted to do my part with the household expenses.

In 1940, Roanoke was a midsized southwest Virginia town with a population of about fifty thousand. The Norfolk & Western Railway was headquartered in Roanoke and was the chief employer. The coal-burning N&W steam engines were infamous for depositing black coal dust on front porches, white linen suits, and straw hats. Tree-climbing children like us caused our mamas to work extra hard washing the black coal dust out of our play clothes.

The smaller Virginian Railway was electrified and much cleaner. N&W employees were comparatively well paid and most of them lived comfortably on a fifty-dollar paycheck a week. And then there were the trolley cars that ran on tracks to almost every section of the city. The clanging trolleys rambled noisily over paved streets through neighborhoods on up to, and past bedtime. But the electric streetcars offered cheap and dependable fare—a one-way token cost seven cents, allowing many Roanokers to leave their expensive automobiles at home.

The morning Roanoke Times newspaper, and the evening Roanoke World-News were the news-gathering print media of that day and time. WDBJ and WSLS were the major radio broadcast stations. Several movie houses downtown furnished popular entertainment for all ages.

My brothers and I had a newspaper route in a distressed section of Roanoke, where many of the customers were either late paying or simply couldn’t keep up the payments at all. Paper carriers, being contractors, are required to pay the company up front for the product they carry and sell. After many months of losing money, we were forced to give up the paper route.

We also mowed our neighbors’ lawns and did other odd jobs to earn money. Mrs. Poindexter, who lived up the street, hired Billy and me to pick all the cherries off a large tree in her front yard. We were paid fifty cents a day and all the cherries we could eat. Our clothing was hopelessly stained with red cherry juice and the black N&W coal dust.

During the summer of 1939, I heard about a sawmill job that paid fifty cents a day, with a brown bag lunch thrown in. Brother Billy and I signed on to work as lumber stackers. Billy was then about twelve years old, and I was fourteen. Mr. Carroll, the owner of the mill, rounded up the work crew at 7 a.m. sharp, Monday through Friday. His pickup truck arrived at the work site in Bedford County about 8 a.m. We were supposed to work eight-hour shifts, but we never returned home until after 5:30 or 6 p.m.

My job was to catch and stack the sawn yellow pine boards as they came off the circular saw blade. The sappy lumber was sticky, and the boards were much too heavy for young boys to handle. As the saw log was drawn into the whirling saw blade, a piercing scream ensued, causing our eardrums to ring and ache. Worse than that, large and small wood chips went flying in all directions. I was lucky my face and eyes were spared; the rest of me wasn’t so lucky.

Working close to that saw blade was very dangerous, and the noise of the whining blade was ear shattering. There were no goggles or gloves to protect the worker. Billy and I gave Mr. Carroll notice after the first week that we were quitting. He offered a nickel a day raise, but we had to refuse the offer.

That was how it was in the 1930s. Almost every neighborhood chum I knew was desperate for a decent paying summertime job.

I began asking Nudy Patterson questions about how I might join the National Guard. Patterson liked to show off his army uniform, and he always had green folding money in his wallet for movies and cigarettes. I was lucky to have a dime or a quarter for the weekly Saturday morning shows at the downtown Rialto Movie Theater. Our favorite Saturday morning ritual was to buy a nickel bag of chewy caramel kisses at Woolworth’s Five & Dime Store, and pay fifteen cents to watch a cowboy movie at the Rialto. The clincher that lured most of the rowdy juveniles each Saturday was a Mickey Mouse or Bugs Bunny cartoon, a Three Stooges comedy, and a hair-raising serial that always left us hanging until the next week’s show.

I reasoned that one year of army life would do me good, and afterward I could finish my education. I would have spending money for myself and still send at least half of what was left home to the family. The National Guard was paying one dollar per drill. It seemed too good to be true. But first, I had to get my parents’ approval for the one-year enlistment.

I remember the evening I tried to get my parents’ attention at the supper table. After a few attempts, I blurted out, “Daddy, I want to join the National Guard like Nudy Patterson.” He could tell I was serious. “BOBBY, WHAT ARE YOU THINKING ABOUT?” he cried, as he slammed his fist to the table.

Both parents explained that first I had to complete high school. Then it might be all right to enlist. They reasoned that maturity and education would help my military career. I knew they were giving good advice, but I had no intention of making the military a career. I promised I would send at least half my thirty-dollar-a-month private’s pay to help with household expenses and besides, I reasoned, there would be one less mouth to feed.

When they saw my determination, they signed.

I enlisted with Roanoke’s Company D, a heavy weapons company that supported rifle companies in combat. The company was made up of eight Browning .30-caliber, water-cooled, heavy machine guns and four 81mm mortars. I had heard that the life span of a machine gunner was about three minutes in the last world war—a grim statistic that was grounds for bragging, and it added prestige and honor to being a machine gunner. There was no hint, however, that any of us would ever see combat in any form.

Before our departure to Fort Meade, we received a military sendoff by the City of Roanoke and Roanoke Post 64, 29th Division Association. The parade began at Elmwood Park, passed through downtown Roanoke, and ended in front of the City Court House on Campbell Avenue. After the ceremony, we marched back to the Roanoke Auditorium encampment and to the crowded gymnasium floor.

A newspaper article that appeared in The Roanoke Times on February 8, 1941, quoted Roanoke’s mayor, Walter W. Wood, as he addressed the young men about to leave home:

“I do not know what tasks will be assigned you. . . . I do know that whatever the tasks are, or whatever the sacrifice required of you, that not one single member of the 1st Battalion, 116th Infantry, 29th Division will be found wanting. Your Battalion has a splendid and noble record. Many of its members in the World War I are standing here beside me. They are not handing the baton to you, but merely back standing you here, for their services may be needed before the insane dictators of Europe are crushed. . . . Good luck and God bless you.”


CHAPTER TWO
STATESIDE TRAINING

1941 CAROLINA MANEUVERS

There we were, eight hundred troops clad in woolen olive drab or cotton blue denim uniforms, sitting or lying on canvas cots in a basketball arena, many of us smoking cigarettes or shooting the breeze with friends. The setting was the multipurpose auditorium and arena that the city of Roanoke used for recreational sports, concerts, and dances. But on this occasion, the arena was the temporary quarters for the newly inducted Roanoke, Virginia, National Guard companies.

The facility, near the Norfolk & Western railway passenger station, was across the way from the elegant Hotel Roanoke. Once a week, before the National Guard had been federalized, local units of the 116th Infantry had drilled at the arena on weeknights, using the basketball court for close-order drill and other exercises, and the classrooms for instruction in soldiering. Now we were federalized, and we were allowed to leave the crowded confines of the auditorium only to go out for meals.

The local units of the 116th Infantry that shared the armory included Regimental Headquarters Company, 1st Battalion Headquarters Company, D Company, Service Company, Antitank Company, Band Company, and a Medical Detachment of the 104th Medical Company. D Company’s first sergeant, George W. Boyd, was the epitome of an army “top kick.” He was older than most of us, for one thing. Plus, he was blessed with a special military presence and a booming, commanding voice. He immediately took charge of the company as we formed for the short march to breakfast at the Manhattan Restaurant on North Jefferson Street.

In early 1941, all of us in D Company knew we were a comical sight as we attempted to march in step to chow. I prayed that no one I knew would recognize me. Many of us wore ill-fitting, hand-me-down uniforms, could not stay in step, and looked like a proverbial “sad sack.” At night, loud snoring and whispers kept many of us from getting our eight hours of sleep. To break the boredom, some of the older men played tricks on gullible privates by sending them on supposedly important errands, and by short-sheeting their beds and other asinine pranks.

For most of the men, it was very frustrating to stand in a long line for a warm shower or a basin for shaving. I was not old enough to shave, but I still had to wait for a shower. We frittered away many hours reading dime novels and comic books, and playing checkers or nickel knock-rummy. The confinement gave me a chance to become acquainted with many of my peers. These friendships, which began so easily, would be cemented later as we shared the extreme hardships of training and fighting a desperate and bloody war.

After spending ten days bivouacked on the crowded hardwood floor of the auditorium, we were finally told to pack our gear. Without fanfare this time, we formed a column of twos to the train station. We descended a few steps to the depot platform, and waited to board the Norfolk & Western passenger train. I found a seat next to Jack Ingram, whom I knew from having played basketball and baseball against each other in junior high school. Several schoolyard acquaintances from my neighborhood made it a little easier to leave home. Fort George G. Meade, Maryland, situated between Washington, D. C. and Baltimore, was our destination. Every click of the rail took us farther from our parents, siblings, girlfriends, and, for a few of the men, wives, and children.

The noisy steam engine idled and puffed at the siding, waiting for all hands to climb aboard and be seated. Then a uniformed conductor cupped his hands to his mouth and yelled, “All aboard!” The engine bellowed white steam, and the train began to move, slowly at first, then faster and faster. We could not imagine it then, but many of the men on that train would never return home.

About five hours later, we pulled into the train station at Odenton, Maryland. As we piled out and marched the short distance to our new homes, some of them still under construction, it suddenly dawned on me that I was a soldier in the United States Army. I was barely sixteen years old, and had never spent a night away from my mother and father. I became queasy with a bad case of homesickness. Wearing the uniform of a U. S. soldier had not in the least turned me into a man. Wondering what I had done to myself, I nevertheless consoled myself into thinking that we would return home in twelve months.

What a strange-looking place this newly built army base was! I was amazed at all the coarse brown sand. The streets were unpaved and there was not a blade or branch of anything green. I remember the uniformity of all the plain, unpainted new buildings, which my regiment was the first to occupy. Behind our barracks was the battalion drill field. There we assembled for daily reveille and retreat formations, and spent many hours of close-order and other sorts of drill. Old World War I army tanks lined up on the upper end of the drill field like dormant war-horses served as subjects for many GI photo opportunities. On the outskirts of the encampment, a boomtown grew out of the coarse brown sand. Slick entrepreneurs were anxious to take advantage of our gullibility, pushing cheap souvenirs, mostly made in Japan. Rowdy beer joints sprouted and prospered. A carnival also came to town in order to fleece us of our paychecks.

The first sergeant called the roll, and then ordered: “Right face, forward march!” A mile away from our destination, a cacophony of carpenters hammered and sawed more pine barracks for the next batch of new recruits who followed. Could it be the country was gearing up for another world war?

Across the way were more permanent brick buildings that housed the regular army contingent at Fort Meade, peacetime regular soldiers whom nobody could mistake for new arrivals. These were career professionals, whose tailor-made military uniforms fit like gloves. Their leather shoes and belts were spit-polished, and their brass buttons glistened. Many old-timers had hash marks running up their arms to their elbows, despite the fact that they were still privates or corporals. Many were thirty-five or forty years old, and looked like the real thing to us. Off post, many of them often changed to civilian clothes.

Our barracks were long, unpainted, yellow pine clapboard, two-and-a-half stories high. Each company also had an orderly room, supply room, and mess hall. Company D had three two-and-a-half-story buildings that housed noncommissioned officers (noncoms) and privates. There were two floors of sleeping dormitories that had twenty steel cots on each floor. The foot of each cot faced the middle aisle. Each had two white sheets, a pillow with a white pillowcase, and two woolen OD blankets. At the foot of each cot was an OD-painted wooden footlocker. At each end of the dormitory were two small private rooms with two sergeants to each room. If you entered the barracks from the back door and turned to the right, you went down about four steps to the washroom. Straight ahead were about eight or ten washbasins with mirrors above each one. At the left were shower stalls with an alum-water footbath. Around the room were toilets and urinals.

Outside were the mess hall, kitchen, and a smaller building that housed the orderly room, where the captain, first sergeant, and company clerk worked. Corporal Joseph M. Young, a large, amiable redhead, was selected to be company clerk. He worked under the supervision of the first sergeant, keeping records of payrolls, sicknesses, AWOLs (absent without leaves), promotions, and the like. He was required to type and communicate with other companies, and battalion and regimental headquarters. (After Young left the company, he was replaced by Tech 5 William Rauch, a drafted soldier from Pennsylvania.) Adjoining the orderly room was the supply room, where Supply Sergeant Arthur Joseph (Joe) Lancaster issued clothing and equipment. The sergeant kept an inventory of what was issued to each man. If someone’s equipment was lost or stolen, the unlucky fellow could expect the cost to be deducted from his next paycheck.

One morning in formation, Lancaster had us scratching our heads. He tried to explain that three bed sheets would be issued to each man and that the top sheet would be turned in for washing each morning. His instruction was to “put the top sheet over the bottom sheet, the bottom sheet goes under the top sheet, and the third sheet on the . . . uh, uh, oh hell, you know what I mean!”

We were given ill-fitting woolen uniforms that reeked of mothballs, undoubtedly recycled from the World War. There were also .30-caliber machine guns and 81mm mortars that had been packed away with Cosmoline and crated. Our job was to uncrate and clean these weapons with gasoline-soaked rags. Afterward they were inspected to make sure they were properly cleaned and in good working order. Each of us was given a physical examination, immunization shots, and very short haircuts.

A different way of life soon became apparent to the bewildered newcomers. Discipline and organization were foreign to most of us, and our first task was to learn that infractions were not to be tolerated. Basic instructions included: march in step, perform manual of arms drill, make beds the military way, police company area, clean and press uniforms, shine shoes, tend to personal hygiene, cut hair short, perform weapons drill, memorize the general orders of guard duty and recite them upon command, and salute and say “sir” to officers.

For all of this, in 1941 the army soldier’s pay per month was: private, $30; private first class, $36; corporal, $54; sergeant, $60; staff sergeant, $72; technical sergeant, $84; and first sergeant, $96. A newly drafted private was paid $21 the first four months and then his pay was raised to $30. Some of the older men had spent years in the National Guard or Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) and seemed comfortable in the military. But those of us new to this routine often forgot or made mistakes, and were constantly being embarrassed.

Our commanding officer, Captain Walter O. Schilling, demanded unyielding compliance to all military rules and regulations, and he threw in a few of his own for good measure. Under his command, the military book of rules had to be read and learned. Punishment was meted out to the slow learners, and rewards of weekend passes and promotions to the willing achievers. The captain was not a large man, but he was wiry and tough. He threatened to take his bars off and step behind the barracks with any noncom-pliant malcontent. No one doubted his sincerity.

Once, a noncom was caught stealing from another soldier, and he soon felt the captain’s iron fist. This was a severe breach of army conduct. It was rumored that Schilling met the lawbreaker behind the barracks. Although we could only speculate about what actually happened, the crook disappeared and we never heard of him again. Another time, one of the squad leaders, was not getting compliance from one of his men. The corporal, Hartman, marched the troublemaker to the captain’s office. In his squeaky, high-pitched voice, he whined, “Captain, Sir, Private Stevenson won’t do a damned thing I asked him to do.”

Captain Schilling rose from his chair, eyes squinting over his round wire-rimmed glasses, and said, “God damn it, Corporal, how much do you weigh?”

Hartman, feeling sheepish, quietly answered, “About two hundred, Sir!”

The captain then said in a rising voice, “Now Corporal, how much does Private Stevenson weigh?”

Hartman mumbled, “Uh, er, I’d say about one-fifty, Sir!”

Schilling then screamed, “Get the hell out of here!”

Other unforgettable people included Staff Sergeant John B. Sink, our mess sergeant. He was in charge of the kitchen and supervised the full-time cooks and part-time kitchen police. Nothing seemed to bother the sergeant. The men frequently complained about the quality or the quantity of the food, and Sergeant Sink always had a ready answer:

“I take boys and make men out of you,” he would say. When one of the men accused the sergeant of starving him to death, Sink grinned and said, “We haven’t lost a single man, as far as I know, from malnutrition!” Another time, someone complained that he found rocks in the beans. Sink put his index finger to his lips and whispered, “Shh, don’t let anyone hear you. They’ll all want them in theirs.”

The first draftees assigned to the company arrived in the early spring of 1941. These men were from southwest Virginia, eastern Tennessee, and eastern Kentucky. They had been students, farmers, coal miners, lumbermen, and factory workers.

Curtis C. Moore had previously worked at his grandfather’s Moore Milling Company in Salem, Virginia. He recently recalled his first impression of army life: “I marched into the area with a formation of fresh recruits. As we entered D Company, there was Private Johnny Steeleton digging a four-by-four-by-four-foot hole, using a pick and shovel. Standing over him, armed with a baseball bat, was this tough-looking sergeant.” Steeleton, perspiring profusely, was armpit-deep in the cavity, throwing dirt onto a huge pile. The sergeant measured the dimensions of the hole, making sure the walls were straight. After the hole was completed to his satisfaction, the sergeant ordered the private to shovel the dirt back into the hole. It was stressed to the newcomers that the same fate or worse, awaited them if they stepped out of line. They never forgot that scene.

Another unpardonable sin was to “fall out” during a hike. Many of us suffered from blisters, heat exhaustion, leg cramps, and even the flu, but we never considered falling out. Captain Schilling almost always suffered, too, during our biweekly fifteen- to twenty-five-mile hikes. Usually after about five or six miles, the captain’s shoulders began to droop and he began to limp, sometimes badly.

On the night before one of the dreaded summertime fifteen-mile hikes, new arrival Private Curtis Moore and Sergeant Harry Ferris went to town and drank most of a fifth of bourbon. They paid the price for it beginning when the reveille bugle blew very early the next morning. In June, the weather at sandy Fort Meade was always hot and very humid. We were told that one canteen of water had to do until we returned to camp late that evening. After about six or seven miles, Moore had emptied his canteen. As the hot, dusty miles rolled on, the private developed a splitting hangover headache, and his throat was parched. His platoon brought up the rear of the column.

Sergeant Ferris, who liked to play jokes, told his drinking buddy that Captain Schilling might let him ride in his jeep. The jeep, used for emergencies, led at the head of the column. Private Moore ran about thirty yards from the rear of the column to near the front. Huffing and puffing, he said, “Captain, Sir, I’m sicker ’n hell! Would it be okay, Sir, if I ride back to camp in the Jeep?” The captain, limping badly himself and toughing it out, screamed: “Not no! But hell, no! Get your fat ass back in that line, right now!”

After we completed the ordeal and were back at camp, the four platoons assembled in formation. The captain screamed, “Attention! Now, whose damned platoon is Private Moore in?” First Platoon Sergeant Willard R. Norfleet sheepishly replied, “Sir, Private Moore is in my platoon, Sir!” “I’d be damned ashamed, Sergeant Norfleet, to admit it!” the captain admonished.

A few weeks later, a second group of draftees was integrated into the company. These men came from north of the Mason-Dixon line (Pennsylvania; Washington, D. C.; and Maryland), which explained the division’s nickname, “Blue and Gray.” Many of the new arrivals were Irish, Polish, German, Greek, and Italian, and were mostly Catholic.

Those damned Yankees brought with them strange customs and a funny way of speaking. They, in turn, laughed at the slow, thick-tongued drawl of the Appalachian mountaineers: “Y’all come ovah, ya heah.” And the southern “rednecks” had to strain their ears to understand “Geez, goiz, I’m from Sout’ Philly.” It wasn’t long before the Yankees had adopted “y’all come” and the Southerners were imitating their northern buddies with, “Croist kid, deal the ciads!”

Over time, some of the older men left the company and were discharged; others qualified for OCS (officer candidate school). The recently drafted men not only filled the void but swelled the ranks to near capacity. First Sergeant George Boyd left the company as a second lieutenant and eventually became Company H’s commanding officer. James H. Obenshain was promoted to first sergeant after First Sergeant James Mabes left D Company for Antitank Company. All of these are remembered as fine soldiers.

During the time I was a corporal, most of the noncoms were selected to teach basic training to a third group of recruits from New England. I was assigned to the 5th Provisional Training Company. Upon completion of thirteen weeks of basic infantry training, the cadre and the graduates joined the regiment at Camp A. P. Hill Military Reservation near Bowling Green in Caroline County, Virginia.

Hiking 125 miles in ninety-degree heat while carrying our weapons with full field packs was a fitting infantry graduation exercise. Few of us will forget the last mile up a steady grade into the 116th Regiment’s bivouac area. It was drilled into the cadre that all the companies were to finish the hike on their feet.

This class produced many great combat soldiers who would prove themselves in 1944–1945, but as new graduates of basic training they were not, as yet, in top physical shape. The heat and humidity, plus the steep mile-long grade caused many of the recruits to become nauseated, and the cadre had to help them to the finish line in order to keep them on their feet. I ended up carrying three extra rifles and two field packs. An impromptu welcoming committee of spectators clapped and cheered as every member of the 5th Training Company staggered to the finish line. The former soldier candidates were now proclaimed proud members of the Stonewall Brigade’s 116th Infantry Regiment.

Camp A. P. Hill Military Reservation was a hellhole. The United States military has a knack for finding god-forsaken wastelands for army campsites. In 1941, Caroline County was miles of scrubby briar thickets, sappy bull pine trees, wood ticks, and chiggers. We all called the reservation A. P. “Hell,” and its thousands of acres covered most of Caroline County.

The new arrivals marched up the dusty company streets before separating into individual company areas. I was filthy, sweaty, and very thirsty. The camp was dotted with scores of eight-man pyramidal squad tents. Wood smoke from the various company kitchens filled our nostrils. And something else caught my eye, too. There were three or four large water-filled rubberized canvas bags hanging from tripods, called “lister bags.” A fellow had to be extremely thirsty to drink that tea-warm, foul tasting, chlorine-laced water. We were warned to hold our noses before drinking the foul stuff.

Another unpleasant element was the twice-weekly cold shower. Smart army engineers had invented a makeshift field shower, which pumped unheated water into ten-gallon bags that hung from overhead poles. Drinking water was warm and shower water was cold! Long lines of bare-ass GIs waited for their turns to bathe. After soaping up, you pulled a lever to pour a gallon or so of breathtakingly cold water over yourself. And so we learned to live with misery.

We also hiked all day on one canteen—about a quart—of that foul-tasting A. P. Hill water and two sandwiches for lunch, one bologna and one jelly. There were no recreational outlets or acceptable towns to visit during our stay. This, however, did not much matter, because after two months of chiggers and ticks, the division motor-marched south in July to the more unfriendly North and South Carolina war games.

Carolina newspapers followed the division into the field, bragging that these war games were as close to actual combat as possible. One team was Red and the other Blue. If the officers knew what was going on, the news didn’t trickle down to the bewildered enlisted soldiers. All we knew was we began the day early, received two sandwiches—one bologna, the other jelly—and an apple in a brown paper bag. We were either loading into trucks or hiking out of camp to where the action was.

On rare occasions, a formation of military single-engine biplanes flew over the column of troops. We had no clue where we were going or what we were supposed to do. The maneuver arena was similar to Caroline County, Virginia: a backwash hellhole of a deeper hot and humid South.

I was born and raised a southerner, but I had never seen hundreds of blacks—men, women, and children—bent over cotton plants in ninety-degree heat for ten hours a day. I had always believed that slavery ended with the Civil War. Another shock for me was witnessing Carolina chain gangs working on state infrastructure. Muscular black men were dressed in black-and-white striped uniforms, with ball-and-chain leg irons. Dripping sweat, these Carolina road gangs were swinging heavy sixteen-pound sledgehammers, singing as they swung. Many of these convicts spent most of their lives making little rocks out of big rocks. Mounted guards with shotguns kept the crews working and sweating. For once, I saw people I wouldn’t trade places with.

On our return trip to Fort Meade we motor convoyed through the outskirts of Savannah and bivouacked in woods ten miles north of the city. As usual, Captain Schilling ordered that no one was to leave the bivouac area.

Corporal Aaron Bowling and I had already made plans to scout the restaurants in the Georgia city. We were aware the captain didn’t want to have to send a search party into town to round up soldiers who had lost track of time. Even so, Bowling and I changed into our starched khakis and caught a ride with the battalion water truck going to town.

On the outskirts of Savannah we spotted a roadside diner and asked the driver to let us out. This was late afternoon and we knew it would be difficult to hitch a ride after dark. Our plan was to eat and get back to camp before sundown.

We chose a booth in back of the restaurant, hung our caps on the hat rack at our booth, sat down, and ordered two steaks. I was facing the front door. We both were anxiously awaited the arrival of our meal twenty minutes later, when Captain Schilling and his driver, Private First Class June McDevitt, walked in the door and took a booth near the front. I couldn’t believe my eyes.

I slid down behind the booth and whispered to Bowling, “It’s Captain Schilling and Mack.” Our hearts were pounding in our chests. I knew those caps hanging on the wall with the 116th insignias showing were dead giveaways.

McDevitt excused himself to go to the washroom and saw us hiding. He grimaced at us as he walked by, but he knew and we knew our goose was cooked. Captain Schilling soon followed, and immediately pounced on our table. “Do you two assholes think you can get by with something like this? If you aren’t back in camp by the time I’m there, you both can kiss your stripes goodbye!” Both of us had just been promoted to corporal, and his threat meant a lot.

We canceled the order, caught a ride, and were back in camp before the Captain arrived. For months we both were at the top of his “s—” list.

It was a chilly late evening on Sunday, December 7. The 1st Battalion and D Company were bivouacked in woods near South Hill, Virginia. The division was returning to Fort Meade and would soon be saying goodbye to Uncle Sam. The 1st Platoon was huddled around a blazing campfire. Some of the men played cards on a blanket while others watched the game or the fire. I was lying on a blanket on the ground, almost asleep. We had almost completed our year of obligatory training, which would be over come February 1942.

Suddenly, Motor Sergeant William R. Hurd burst into the area screaming, “The Japs have bombed Pearl Harbor! The Japs have bombed Pearl Harbor!”

Hurd was known for his practical jokes. “Shut up, Bill!” I replied. “We’re trying to sleep!”

“I’ll swear it’s the truth!” he shouted.

The attack had occurred earlier that morning, Pacific time, but we were so isolated and communications were so rudimentary, that it was late afternoon before we heard what had happened. Radios scattered throughout the area verified the terrible news. The Japanese had made a sneak attack on the Pacific outpost and had almost destroyed the American fleet anchored in the harbor. At first, we felt anger and frustration at such a cowardly act—and then we realized that we would not be going home.

The next day, Roosevelt addressed Congress, and war was declared on Japan. Discharges were suspended, and many of us who sang the song “I’ll Be Back in a Year, Little Darling,” changed the words to “in for the duration.” Many civilians and merchants who had previously scorned the military suddenly began to treat us with respect.

Soon afterward, D Company and the 116th were selected for an important wartime mission. The regiment was assigned motorized patrol duty guarding the Maryland eastern shore coastline to the Virginia border. Bridges, tunnels, and other coastal infrastructure were vulnerable to enemy naval attack, or enemy saboteurs slipping ashore.

D Company’s eight heavy machine guns were ordered mounted on swivels fixed to weapons carriers. The guns were fully loaded with live ammunition. While performing this duty we stayed in vacant CCC barracks at Westover, Maryland. After a few weeks of patrolling the eastern shore, we were relieved and headed for another assignment in Virginia.

On one of the coldest nights of the year, the regiment loaded onto transport trucks and headed for Camp Pendleton near Virginia Beach. The temperature hovered at thirty degrees, but it felt even colder. A loose, flapping canvas fanned us as we rode, causing my teeth to chatter uncontrollably. My dream as we highballed down the highway was getting under a hot shower in one of those steam-heated barracks at Camp Pendleton. I had never been so cold for so long. I believe that dream was all that kept me from dying of hypothermia.

It was impossible to sleep. In the darkness of early morning, the trucks pulled into a pine forest and shut off the motors. There were about three inches of ice and snow on the ground. Because we were near water, the windchill made the cold even worse. Where were those steam-heated barracks?

Someone up front yelled, “De-truck! Pitch tents!” I couldn’t believe my ears. In the icy darkness we pitched pup tents on the frozen tundra. Three hours later, we were awakened; we broke camp and headed east. This time, our job was to protect the coast from the “enemy”—the invading Guadalcanal-bound 1st Division Marines. They waded ashore from landing craft and simulated assaulting the beach.

Digging gun emplacements in the frozen ground wasn’t easy, but wading ashore from landing craft through the icy surf was much worse. Many leathernecks were paralyzed when they hit the cold water. But it was good training. After this landing, those same 1st Division Marines sailed for the tropical Japanese-occupied Philippine Islands.

We spent the spring and summer of 1942 in the heat and red clay dust of North and South Carolina, fine-tuning our skills and slowly being reequipped with more modern weapons. Eventually, we worked our way down to Camp Blanding, Florida, a beautiful setting with white sand beaches around clear, seven-mile-wide Kingsley Lake. Our training was momentarily suspended, and many of us acquired golden Florida suntans.

Nearby Jacksonville was the home of Sergeant Jimmie L. Hamlin. One night he invited a few of us for an evening on the town. We ordered a fine dinner at the elegant Roosevelt Hotel. I wasn’t used to crystal chandeliers, oriental carpets, and excellent food and drink. I hoped it would never end. I prayed that we would spend the war at Blanding, training other infantry troops for oversea duty.

But that prayer was not answered. Before long, we heard once more, “Pack up, we’re heading out!” Again, the regiment loaded onto passenger trains headed we knew not where. All we knew was that the tracks pointed north. As the train departed, there were many teary-eyed wives and girlfriends waving goodbye to their husbands and boyfriends. My last memory of Camp Blanding was that of a sobbing wife running beside the slow-moving train, waving a damp handkerchief at her sad-faced husband. Hours later, the train pulled into the passenger depot at New Brunswick, New Jersey. At the platform we were surprised to see many of those same wives and girlfriends who had watched us depart Blanding.

Camp Kilmer was an East Coast processing center for troops being shipped overseas. The camp had a ten-foot fence with barbed wire reenforcing the top. No one was allowed passes to town. We were told German intelligence officers were eager to learn the sailing schedules of departing troopships. Also, when orders were given to board ship they didn’t want to have to send military policemen (MPs) into town rounding up soldiers. By now, this was a familiar tune.

But “orders from headquarters” was never much of an obstacle for Corporal Dick Owensby. He had previously spent time in New Brunswick selling war bonds for the government. On this occasion, Owensby told me he had gotten the phone numbers of some local girls. We knew that if we were caught going over that fence, Captain Schilling would skin both of us alive. We also knew we were going overseas to goodness knows where—or what. Okay, we decided, let’s go!

We dressed into our starched khakis and rolled the fence. That was the easy part. We couldn’t find the girls, and neither of us had much money after paying the taxi fare. As the clock ticked, I began to worry.

We decided that we had better get back before the 6 a.m. reveille roll call. We caught a taxi back to camp and as we paid the driver and departed the cab, we could see D Company already in early morning formation. We were AWOL and in trouble. Quickly, we concocted a tale about playing poker with Service Company men and that both of us had fallen asleep.

We climbed the barrier and tiptoed into the barracks. First Sergeant Obenshain was waiting. With hands on his hips, he sarcastically asked, “Where in the hell have you two been?”

We replied in unison, “Playing cards at Service Company.”

He then said, “You have just lost your ass!”

Obenshain grabbed Owensby as he told me to stay put. He then led Owensby into Captain Schilling’s small office and closed the door. I could hear angry shouting, and looked for a hole to crawl into. Shortly, I, too, was ordered into the captain’s office. I could imagine it being an execution chamber. It had only been a few weeks ago that Bowling and I had been caught sneaking off to Savannah.

Schilling squinted over his glasses and growled, “Damn it, Slaughter, don’t you lie to me!” He bellowed as he pointed to a pale-faced Owensby. “That excuse for a soldier lied through his goddamned teeth! I want to hear what you have to say! Just where have you two assholes been?”

I knew my corporal stripes and the monthly $54 were as good as gone. I told him the truth. I don’t believe that the captain ever forgave me, and I know that the distraction of going overseas saved us from very severe consequences. He sentenced us both to a month’s confinement at Tidworth. We knew we were lucky to get off so easily.
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