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A Battalion truck was driven hundreds of miles through Germany to locate and
haul a linotype machine so that type could be set for this book. This is just
one of the sometimes fantastic difficulties overcome during the manufacture of
these pages in the bomb-devastated city of Frankfurt-on-Main in July 1945.
That the book did get printed at all is astonishing to its author. lst Lt. John
D. Hess, aided by German-speaking Tech. Sergeant Frank Gartner, looked
after the considerable details of publication. The 21 chapter illustrations are
by Pfc. Norman E. Hamilton. The writing is by Pfc. Wayne Robinson, who here
wishes to acknowledge the great help given by so many, from tank comman-
ders to cooks to personnel clerks, in getting the facts for this combat story.



To
Lieutenant Colonel John S. Upham, Jr.,
who forged the spirit of
a great tank battalion, ...
the Officers and Men of the 743

sincerely dedicate this book
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A LETTER TO THE TANKERS

Kloster Kreuzberg, Germany
10 July 1945

Tankers of the 743:

You have accomplished your mission in Europe. You have accomplished it only
as great soldiers could. Never, from the day you hit the Normandy Invasion Beach until
this day, have T had any doubts as to your courage or your willingness to sacrifice your
lives for those of your comrades.

“We Keep The Faith.” Yes, you have kept the faith of those who died in Flanders
Field in ‘17 and ‘18, of those who died in the water and on the sands of Omaha Beach,
of those who died beside, the hedgerows of Normandy, of those who fell in the orchards
and farmlands of France, Belgium and Holland, of those who threw their soft bodies
against the steel and cement obstacles of the Siegfried line, of those who pushed to the
Roer, froze in the bitter winter campaign of the Ardennes, and of those whose bodies
were strewn from the Roer River to the Rhine and from the Rhine to the Elbe River.
You have kept the faith your loved ones had in you, your country had in you, Colonel
Upham had in you, and I had in you.

Never has a man had the opportunity of working with and associating with a finer
group of officers and men than you of the 743rd. You have met and defeated the best
the Germans had. Now, many of you will meet and defeat the best the Japanese have.
My prayers go with you.

' WILLIAM D. DUNCAN

Lieutenant Colonel, Infantry
743rd Tank Battalion,

Commanding.
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o @ e @ e BATTLE FOR A BEACHHEAD

THERE it was — the Beach.

Omaha Beach. 6th of June, 1944. France. 6 in the morning. Sunrise. Chill, wet
wind. In the Channel, heavy weather. Angry waves churned and tossed by a day-old
gale . . .

From the night’s assembly area where the invasion craft had gathered, then from
a Line of Departure in the Bay of the Seine, the assault force of the 743rd Tank Battalion
moved toward combat. At this moment, the General Sherman tanks were out of their
clement, immobilized within the steel sides of the Navy’s LCTs. Two companies of tanks
were: especially waterproofed, equipped with top secret canvas sheathing and propeller
drives which would allow them to “swim in” to thé beach under their own power when
the box-nosed ramps of the Landing-Craft-Tank were dropped in deep water offshore.
But the high-running waves defeated this planned tactical surprise. The 32-ton swimming
tanks could navigate only in reasonably calm water. It was now up to the LCTs to go
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in all the way. Bucking and tossing, loaded to capacity, each with four medium tanks
and their crews, the amphibious vanguard approached shore.

Before they banged closed their hatches, tankmen on the invasion boats squinted
their eyes against icy spray and tried to make out detail on the hazy horizon ahead of
the plunging craft. From behind and over their heads came the boom and wail of big
shells hurtling shoreward from the batteries of the Navy’s battlewagons. On the green
bluffs of the Normandy coast it was possible to make out the orange flashes of the
exploding bursts.

The German coastal guns were answering. The first enemy salvos ripped into the
surf at short range just off the beach as German gunners attempted to beat off an advance
wave of combat engineers whose job was to tackle the underwater obstacles, the barbed
wire, the anti-tank and anti-personnel mines. Now the enemy range l.ifted out to meet
the attack armada. Sudden geysers of white water began to flash up close beside the
advancing LCTs. _

It was H-minus-30, one-half hour before 6:30 o’clock, D-Day morning. All night
the tank-loaded LCTs had wallowed in the gale-tossed Channel, shipping water, riding
the heaving surface like big black cheese boxes — waiting.

The waiting was over. Advance planning was over. Training, special maneuvers
were over. This was it. This was combat. Verify —the 743rd Tank Battalion’s Army
code name — was going in. Iis General Sherman tanks, its halftracks, its trucks, were
to be the first on a hell-fire strip of sand the world ever after would call Omaha Beach.

il.
THAT was the beginning of the long and terrible fight that went on to weeks and
then to months and ended for the 743rd Tank Battalion only when the war ended,
May 7th, 1945.

That was the beginning, but there was much —so very much — that went into the
forging of the Battalion before it went into action at the opening gun and remained in
action until the final cease fire order. Even the cockiest members — and this was an
outfit as cocky as they come — would admit that the 743 did not just spring into fighting
trim overnight. Behind the beginning was a war department order creating another tank
battalion in the days when America rushed to prepare for a war. Before the shock of
combat came the training, first in the cool mountains of the state of Washington, then on
the torrid sands of California and Arizona desert wastes, and finally on the damp midlands
and foggy coasts of England.

And behind the training was a man . . . Long before the Battalion came to Eng-
land and long before it came into the war, the 743 regarded itself a crack outfit, second
to no other tank battalion. It was built into a separate organization to be apart from
the great land armadas of armor —the armored divisions that America was bringing
into being. It was specially trained for its work. Its fierce pride in itself was in direct
proportion to the long hours and the tedious matters put in and overcome on the training
fields. It was untested, but it was ready for any test. The reason the men thought the
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outfit was a good one, the reason it was a good one — was bound up in one man: Lieutenant
Colonel John S. Upham, Jr., the Battalion Commander.

" As an officer out of West Point in the Regular Army could be expecied to do,
Colonel Upham put military starch and correctness into the 743. This was but a surface
quality, obtainable with any group of men given a few months time. Colonel Upham
did much more. He gave the officers and men under his command, through his own
example, a drive and a purpose and a will to do anything, no matter what the problem,
no matter how tough it looked. He inspired and then guided the spirit that was directed
toward one aim: battle. In the tanks, especially in a separate tank battalion, there is no
side-stepping battle. The Colonel knew it. He saw to it that his men knew it, expected
it, prepared for it, so that when the time came the Battalion was ready to go any place
against any: odds. Yes, a cocky outfit — the kind that was needed when the cards went
down and it was called to get ashore on D-Day, June 6th, 1944,

It is one of the things to be expected in wartime: Colonel Upham was wounded
in the very early hours of fighting on Omaha Beach. Beyond those first crucial hours,
he was never to lead his Battalion in combat, in the battles he had so well prepared for.
He went back (none of his men saw him go) as one of the thousands of casualties on
that bloody June day. He never returned to the 743, but there was no man who served
in the Battalion, whether he had or had not known Colonel Upham, who did not feel
the great spirit, the drive of duty, the esprit de corps which first became evident in those
distant days or training. It was a spirit that survived his leaving, that was so deeply
impressed it lasted through the many months of combat.

And that was the Battalion’s own tribute to the man behind the beginning.
iii.
THE period of training for war lacks the vermilion details and the more lurid sensations
of combat days, but it is an integral part of the character as well as the history of
wartime Verify.

The start of the 743 was as a light tank battalion at Fort Lewis, Washington, on
the 16th of April, 1942. It began as a “detachment™, and its nucleus was nine officers
and 108 enlisted men who were transferred from another light tank battalion, the 757th,
at Canyon Crest Heights in California.

Records show that the first day of training started April 20th. The cadre prepared
itself for the flow of recruits that began to arrive. These came early in May — a typical
cross-section of America’s draft army with everywalk of life,everybackground represented.
New te uniform, they came from Fort Snelling, Minnesota; Fort Des Moines, Iowa; Fort
Leavenworth, Kansas; Jefferson Barracks, Missouri, and Camp Robertson, Arkansas.

In poured the enlisted men, but the “detachment ” from the 757th had not received
any new officers. Neither were there any orders activating a new tank battalion. At

last on May 16th, the 743rd Tank Battalion became an official part of the Army as
the necessary papers came through from headquarters of the Armored Force. The
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Battalion was activated with Major (later Lieutenant Colonel) John S. Upham, Jr., as
commander.

Just before the cadre had left California for Fort Lewis, everybody was inoculated
with Yellow Fever injections. In June and July, the Battalion began sending these men
to the hospital a strange canary color. It was diagnosed as Yellow Jaundice. Many were
quite ill, including the Battalion commander, but no deaths resulted.

There was basic training of 13 weeks, completed at Fort Lewis on the 15th of
August, 1942. Men and officers were placed in positions within the unit where they
seemed best suited. Then school days began. Most classes were at Fort Lewis; others
were at Fort Knox, Kentucky, the Armored Training Center. Eleven officers, 151 enlisted
men were sent to Armored Force schools.

Meanwhile wheeled vehicles and the high-turreted, thin-armored “Mae West” tanks
were received. The first two-day maneuver was held in August with these vehicles.

The 743rd Tank Battalion changed from light tanks to medium tanks officially on
the 19th of August, when information to this effect was sent down from Armored Force.
It was considered good news.

It was an ordinary cycle of Army life, somewhat drab, somewhat monotonous,
ever routine with occasional highspots out of the ordinary. Such a highspot was the
September afternoon the tanks paraded at Fort Lewis in review for the President of
the United States. (Two years later the President was to award this same unit the
Presidential Unit Citation for the D-Day invasion). When a big Canadian war bond
drive was staged in Vancouver, the 743rd sent tanks and halftracks to take part in the
10,000-soldier parade. When the University of Washington’s football team tangled with
St. Mary’s Pre-Flight eleven on a November Saturday in Seattle, the roar of a 743rd
medium tank thrilled the crowd at half-time.

These were breaks from the routine. At the end of November, the Battalion had
completed six months of training. Six months was considered the time required to train
a unit for combat. The rumors got going strong. Men began to pick their places on the
boat — and rumor had that boat going to every point on the globe.

In mid-January the move finally came — but it wasn’t by boat. It was by railroad —
the Battalion’s first rail move. From the considerable rain experienced at Fort Lewis,
the men found themselves shipped to a region which modestly could be described as
very dry, at Camp Young, California—a part of the Army’s Desert Training Center.
The move was completed January 19th, 1943. '

Army life as it is lived in tents was learned at Camp Young. There were some
in the Battalion so naive as to think that the desert in winter would be a warm place.
It was in the high hot noon of daytime. But not at night in January. The functional
wooden barracks known at Fort Lewis seemed hospitable abodes indeed in contrast to
the pyramidal tents which were either blistering hot, or freezing cold, or blowing down,
or leaking, or falling into a sodden heap whenever sudden rainstorms came up before
their ropes could be loosened.

14



On the California desert sands, the Battalion carried out maneuvers in February with
new tanks and equipment. It was then that the thousand and one difficulties which are
certain to crop up during actual combat were first ironed out. Men and equipment were
put to their first stiff tests in desert operations. Men and machines became sand-eaters.
The maneuver lasted three weeks. L :

Again the Battalion moved, this time to Arizona. By mid-March at Camp Young,
the Battalion men had hardened themselves into a teugh and ready gang of desert
troopers. They now proved it by driving their tanks and wheeled vehicles in a forced
march cross-desert all the way to the new Arizona station, Camp Laguna. The move
started March 15th and ended March 17th. The desert was dared to do its worst. It did.
From California to Arizona tanks were strung along the way, some out of gas, some
with mechanical failures, some stopped by soft ground in the worst terrain yet
experienced.

“Camp Laguna,” one of the officers said of it, “proved to be the most barren
camp seen to date. Few will forget in their lifetime the heat, dust, scorpions and snakes
of this God-forsaken sector of land.”

This “God-forsaken sector of land™ was a good 30 miles north of the nearest town
of any size, Yuma. The Battalion purchased a motion picture projector. It opened
its own Post Exchange store and stocked it with plenty of beer. The movies, the store,
the beer and the cool of evenings were the only relief from scorching days in which the
maintenance mechanics had to keep their tools in buckets of water— or else the tools
would soon be too hot under the sun to pick up.

On an early April Sunday, Lieutenant General Jacob L. Devers, commander and
chief of the Armored Force, stopped at Camp Laguna to speak to a meeting of officers
and non-commissioned officers. General Devers had just returned from Africa. Everybody
listened with considerable interest. For everybody thought that was where the next move
of the 743rd Tank Battalion would take it — to fight Germany and Italy on the Dark
Continent.

. But the war in Africa was going well toward the end of summer in 1943. Rommel,
the Desert Fox, had been driven off the stretch of land in Africa which Hitler and
Mussolini had considered theirs. In Tunisia, the last remnants of the Nazi Afrika Corps
were being written off. In Arizona, the 743rd Tank Battalion went on more maneuvers.

On November 2, 1943, the Battalion learned it had not been forgotten and was
not to be left on the desert the rest of its natural life. For three months it had gone
through the interminable business of checking property, clothing and equipment, with
one showdown inspection after another sandwiched in between intensive gunnery train-
ing. Then the orders came. The outfit was going overseas. It was to move at once to the
port of embarkation at New York. No one was too sorry to get on the train and depart
for the staging area at Camp Shanks, New York, leaving the scorpions and the sand to
the hot sun and the cold stars.

The staging area was reached on the 8th of November, 1943. Captains Robert
C. Speers and Lloyd J. Adkins and two enlisted men had already gone ahead to England
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as an advance party. So, instead of Africa, the Battalion made a rough voyage of it
on the overcrowded HMS Aquatania, amid extensive sea-sickness, to turn up in the fog
and damp of the British Isles just in time to sit down and eat a Thanksgiving Dinner.
The “transport was boarded in New York at 11 o’clock in the night of the 16th of
November. The Battalion disembarked on the 24th at Mouradk, Scotland, and entrained
for Camp Chiseldon, Wiltshire, in England. Much speculation was made during the train
ride as to just what type of housing the Battalion would get, if any. The advance party
had arranged a pleasant surprise. With the help of the Third Tank Group they had
secured barracks at an old British Army cavalry post. Best of all was the Thanksgiving
turkey dinner, hot and waiting.

In December, the Battalion was once again reorganized under a new Army “Table
of Organization” which changed it into an outfit with three medium tank companies and
one light tank company. Able, Baker and Charlie were the medium tank companies,
and Dog Company received light tanks. This light tank company was made up of
officers and men from other companies in the Battalion and from the 10th Tank Company
from Iceland.

During their time in England, it was seldom that the Battalion was all in one place
at one time. The companies were separated for special training.

Able Company left Chiseldon on December 3rd for special assault training. The
first losses in personnel killed came during this time when one man died after being hit
with shell fragments in a range accident and eleven were drowned when the crafts
carrying their tanks overturned in the high surf off the coast of the English Channel.

Meanwhile Baker and Charlie Companies received training in the amphibious
Valentine British tanks and Dog Company test-fired its guns in still another part of
England. )

On January 16th, 1944, Charlie and Baker Companies with sections from Head-
quarters and Service Companies, left Chiseldon for Great Yarmouth to participate in
special training with the floatable “DD” tanks. This training with a floating Sherman
tank was highly secret. It lasted through May, In this time there was training at Gosport
in the English Channel and the final phase of “dry runs” at Torcross. Another officer
and two more enlisted men lost their lives in the cold channel waters at Torcross.

At the end of the year’s first month, Dog Company, the mortar and assault gun
platoons, and Able Company went to South Wales for three weeks of range firing. This
was found to be the best range the Battalion had used to that time. Tank gunners
sharpened up their marksmanship. They knew they were going to need it. Another
soldier was killed in the realistic training in South Wales.

There were other moves about England to this firing range and that one, to this
stretch of coast and that one, and by March the officers and men of several of the
companies were almost strangers. The Battalion never seemed able to get together.

There was a gathering tension as the Big Day grew closer. Everyone could feel
it, and when Able Company pulled out with attachments from Headquarters and Service
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Companies on March 2nd for Camp D-12 on the coast to take part in maneuver “Fox”,
the men knew that the final dress rehearsals for the show were being held.

But it seemed the Big Day would never arrive. After maneuver “Fox”, back came
Able Company, and then Baker and Charlie Companies returned from gunnery problems,
so that on March 7th, the Battalion was assembled in one area again at Barton Stacy.

On the 19th of May, the tension, which had ebbed, now began to tighten again.
The companies were divided once more. Dog Company with elements of Headquarters
and Service Company proceeded to Southbourne. (Able Company had gone to Camp D-14
and Baker and Charlie Companies trained at Torcross, on the coast, in April and May.)

No one knew during the final assault maneuvers whether, as they started out on one,
this was to be the real thing. For everything was set. The medium companies and the
wheeled vehicles to take part in the assault were completely waterproofed and combat
loaded. All equipment had been checked and re-checked many times over. Everything
was ready to go.

The period of waiting dragged on and on. Time seemed to have slowed to a halt,
for all men were restricted to the area — just waiting for orders.

The alert came to load up the tanks on the LCTs. It was June 2nd. Baker and
Charlie Companies moved from Torcross to Portland Harbor and Able Company moved
from D-14 to load at Portland, only a short distance.

Was this only another exercise? Or this time the real thing? No one knew. But
all had the feeling this was it, that this was the time the Battalion had trained and
re-trained for. By June 3rd everything was loaded into the Navy’s LCTs. From the
number of ships in port the men could see that this was going to be a tremendous
operation.

A full day went slowly by... On June 4th, word was received that the operation
was postponed temporarily due to weather conditions — which were miserable. On
June 5th, the weather seemed no better and another delay was expected by the men.
Even when the LCT lifted anchor and got under weigh, the men thought: “This can’t be
the day....”

But it was. No dry run this time. This was the beginning, the hours before D-Day’s
H-hour which was set for 6:30 in the morning of June 6th.

The LCTs moved out with the tanks of Verify toward France across the Channel.
The last doubt that this might be just another maneuver was dispelled when the men
looked through the bleak, cold wetness of June 5th and saw ships strung out for miles.
Fast, knife-prowed destroyers sped at full steam up and down the lanes of ships. Cruisers
pushed along as heavy-weight protection for the giant convoy. In the stream of ships
bearing toward. France were Landing Crafts Infantry, Landing Crafts Vehicle, Landing
Crafts Tank, Landing Ships Tank, transports and all the rest that go to make up a modern
overwater assault wave, including battleships and fighter planes.

“No one seemed greatly disturbed over the prospects of the future,” reported one

of the tank officers who was with the invasion force. “There was a confidence the
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Navy would get us on the beach, and once we were on the ground, we knew what we
were going to do...”

iv.
WE knew what we were going to do ...

Yes, before men hit the beach, it had all been reduced to a neat battle plan, with
neat maps, and neat orders. Everybody knew his exaet part. Everybody knew what
he was supposed to do. Or did he...? No matter. Forget the men a moment as
individuals. Forget that but a short time ago most of them were not soldiers, trained
to the business of war. Forget them a moment except as one part of the vast plan to
put armies ashore on France.

This is the background of the landing ... Months before the assault wave started
out from England. the battle for a beachhead began. It began through the air. The
American Eighth Air Force and the British R.A.F. smashed at Germany’s war industry
for nearly a year, hammering with special purpose at aircraft factories. In the Battle
for the Sky, the Luftwaffe was steadily reduced in power day by day while Allied
air superiority increased. As the time for D-Day narrowed down to weeks, German land
fortifications and supply points were heavily and repeatedly bombed along the whole
imvasion coast.

The vast military wheel which was the Invasion of Europe began turning toward
the French coast east from its starting point in Britain on the night and morning of
June 5th and 6th. It was the greatest amphibious operation by armed forces in all
military history. It was as well the most highly complex undertaking ever put into effect.
The vast and complicated scheme of getting men and guns ashore on France was
accomplished despite all hazards —sea and land mines, enemy submarines, E-boats, and
Nature’s own fickleness: a fierce gale whipped up in the North Sea that swept down the
Channel and postponed the big jump-off by one day, from the early morning of the 5th
to the 6th. _

Some six hours before the tanks in their LCTs moved toward shore, Allied para-
troopers were dropped in the largest landing of airborne troops ever attempted —
everything about this invasion was on a huge scale. Behind Omaha and Utah beaches, the
two land points selected for the ground troops assault, the American 82nd and 101st
Airborne Divisions ’chuted from their air armadas of low-flying big planes, struggled
out of their harness on hitting the night-black ground, then swiftly assembled into
combat teams to strike inland on the right or west flank of the beachhead zone. The
British 6th Airborne anchored the left or east flank. Gliders were also used in great
numbers at this time. :

Army Intelligence thought there would be only a light holding force of German
infantry to defend the Omaha sector. This “thin” coastal garrison turned out to be the
whole German 352nd Infantry Division— moved up for combat “maneuvers” in the
beach area a few hours before the invasion put out from Britain. ¢

At Utah Beach on the right flank, the assault went like clockwork — the carefully
designed clockwork planned and built months before . . . not without cost. The
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treacherous waters off the coast swamped boats, drowned men, caused confusion and
casualties. There was fighting at Utah. There was equipment destroyed and American
youth slain there. But such casualties were held to minimum, and the advance inland
was at the beginning swift and sure.

It was at Omaha Beach, to the left, that war’s special hell broke loose.

For a time it looked like the non-bombed enemy coastal guns plus the weight of
the defending German 352nd Infantry was going to doom the assault—to make the
difference between success and disaster, to tip the balance from a precarious foothold
to the loss of this foothold beneath an in-surging tide.

The plan was very big, very neat, and ably directed by the Allied Forces.
Every unit had its own battle plan as one small part of the whole vast scheme. Verify’s
Battle Plan went like this: .

For combat purposes, the sandy strip that was Omaha Beach was divided into
sectors. These were named Easy Green, Dog Red, Dog White and Dog Green.

The tactical plan was carefully worked out and marked with meaningful phase
lines in colored grease pencil on waterproof maps. Baker and Charlie companies” “D-D”
tanks were to hit the beach at H-minus-10, with Baker on Dog Green at the right, and
with Charlie on Dog Red in the middle. At H-hour, Able company was to put its un-
waterproofed General Shermans ashore from LCTs on all four sectors of Omaha, so
that a “doezer” —a medium tank rigged with a bull-dozer blade up front— would be
available on each beach.

Combat engineers with demolition explosives were to be on the beach at H-minus-20,
ten minutes before the armor, to destroy obstacles in the water and on the coastal front.
As a particular mission, they were to blow the road blocks built by the enemy across two
of the possible exits off the beachfront. When the tanks reached the beach, they were
to give the engineers covering fire for this operation.

But Battle Plans don’t stay the way they are drawn on paper ...

The first departure from initial planning came in the Channel when it was decided
mot to launch the unseaworthy “D-D” Shermans but to take these tanks to the shore
in the LCTs. Under enemy fire and buffed by rough surf, the LCTs brought in the tanks
everywhere and anywhere they could along the four beach sectors, although the general
plan was followed. Charlie company had the first tank ashore on Dog White at H-minus-6,
four minutes behind the paper-planned time. Baker got units on land at almost the
same time, and Able followed. The LCT carrying Baker and Charlie staff tanks, and
another LCT with Headquarters Section aboard, tried unsuccessfully to reach the beach.
Headquarters did not get ashore until the following day.

The way it was planned, the tanks would give support with covering fire for the
combat engineers, move out across the beach and drive inland as soon as two exits had
been cleared. The Shermans were then to advance as far as they could inland 2 miles
to a phase line.

That again was the plan ... which didn’t work out that way.
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The ice-cold Channel waters in an unkind mood played hob with the mission of
- the combat engineers loaded into small, tipsy invasion craft with heavy demolition
equipment. Many of these craft capsized before ever gaining shore. The engineer
doughboys suffered additional heavy casualties under the raking enemy fire that swept
down from the cliffs on both flanks of the beach zone. The tactical result was that the
road blocks at the exits— heavy concrete structures too thick to be destroyed by the
75 mm tank guns — were not removed and the assault wave of men and tanks became
bottlenecked on the beach, exposed to the murderous fire from the cliffs.

The tanks were grouped in this open position for 16 hours of heavy fighting as
the tide went out, then returned, threatening to engulf the assault operation before it

could move inland.

It was not until 10 o’clock D-Day night that, as the last twilight was leaving the
late evening sky, the combat engineers with the aid of tankmen and officers succeeded
in blowing the concrete road block at Exit Dog-1. Meanwhile the rising tide had forced
Baker and Charlie companies to move their tanks to Dog Red beach on their left in
order to avoid being trapped by the incoming tide. They moved across the sea wall just
before the water rose up to cover this passage. It was here on Dog Red, still under
constant enemy fire —the artillery had the narrow strip of sand zero-ed in— that all
tanks assembled before finally moving out through the blasted remains of Exit Dog-1.

Not all tanks— and not all men— moved off the sectors called Easy Green, Dog
White, Dog Red and Dog Green. The tide was to come up and seek and find motionless
steel and lifeless flesh in the night.

i

ALL that was the cold plan of D-Day but it by no means is the story of D-Day. Military
history will reconstruct it carefully. Books have already been written about it. But the
real story of D-Day will escape the books because it cannot be captured in words. For
the real story must be found in the minds of the men who went through it—not one
man, not a hundred, but the thousands.

To the men who came ashore at Omaha Beach — the men of the 743, for instance —
there was only a secondary place for such military props as phase lines, coordinates,
Dog Red or Dog Green or what the unit 500 yards to the left was supposed to do. To
those men D-Day was, more than all else, a wild, confused, patternless experience in
which they heard thin metallic voices over the radio, of ugly dead and dying, of live
men who seemed to move forward as far as they could close to the sea-wall and of how
some of them went on without apparent plan or reason. The words are all in the
dictionary. Words to describe fear, hope, anger, surprise — all the emotions men have
felt in battle. But how can words tell of the noise, of the horror and the tragedy and
the heroism, and still make it seem real?

Those who weren’t there can only imagine looking across angry, grey water, a
glimpse of flat, white beach, and a green hill which fills the whele horizon. Those who
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weren’t there can only try to conceive of what it would be like to be a few hundreds
of yards away from this beach, steadily approaching, while hundreds of guns fire at you
— guns large and small and all deadly and all blurting death and injury straight down
into your approach. Add to this the terrifying range of sounds made by the great shells
from battleships firing inland, of the whine of high-velocity shells fired from the hill,
of the thunder of explosions everywhere, and the rattle and snap of vicious bullets and
the whipping sound they make as they strike the water.

That was the background for the moment that was marked by the calendar and
clock as H-minus-6: 24 minutes past six o’clock on the morning of June 6th, 1944.
That was the setting as the LCT bumped to a rocking stop, its flat bottom grounded on
the beach. The front ramp dropped and splashed down ino the surf. With a great roar
of its engine, the first of four General Shermans moved out. Rigged in its canvas
structure intended to permit it to float and navigate in water, the tank looked like an
. unusually large canvas duck boat. Wet sand churned as the tank gained the beach. The
tank commander looked down and saw white sand instead of water.

Charlie company had one of its first tanks ashore. The crew: T/4 Alvin Tisland,
driver; Pvt Clarence Voakes, asisstant driver; Pfc Gene W. Johnson, cannoneer; Cpl
Herbert M. Beireis, gunner; and Lt Dennis Maloney, tank commander.

" Elsewhere, other tanks were landing. The Shermans of the 743rd Tank Battalion
were committed on the soil of Europe. In the following minutes there was a platoon
ashore. Baker tanks were coming in through the surf. Then Able Company. Tank by
tank the Battalion assembled. As in any men going into combat for the first time, fear
quickened many hearts. The tankmen knew that they were going in to fight the enemy
with the protection of steel armor about them-—that perhaps they could consider
themselves better off than the doughboy who was going in to battle with a rifle and his
shirtfront and his wits as his only protection. Yet the tankers knew from their traimng,
from word passed down to themm of combat experience in Africa, that the General
Sherman medium tank was far from an invulnerable weapon — that the enemy had the

fire power to knock it out.

At Omaha Beach, about the only type of direct fire that the enemy did not hurl
at the tanks was bazookag The bazookas were to be met later inland. The beachline
was a maelstrom of shells ranged in by heavy artillery up to 155 mm. Down from the
cliffs came the direct fire of anti-tank guns. Mortar shells dropped down. Light and
heavy machine guns spewed lead, and there was the crack of small arms, the spray from
such automatic weapons as the German “burp” gun. While four of the five men in
each tank crew were not immediately concerned with the hail of machine gun and small
arms bullets, the fifth man — the tank commander with his head out of the turret—
stood exposed to constant danger in the storm of splattering slugs and whistling shell
fragments. Enemy snipers with small bore rifles took a toll of men as did the massed,
complicated artillery pieces mounted behind the green heights of the Normandy bluffs.
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vi.
THE real story of D-Day is not in the plans and it is not shown on the maps... Itisin
stories like these about men of the 743 — just some of hundreds.

Corporal Frank Booher was a tank gunner, sweating it out like everybody else on
one of the LCTs. He worried a little more than some of the rest of them, because he
hated boats. He hated the water and waves. He tried not to think 100 much about it—-
tried to think instead of his job and what he would do behind his gun when they hit the
beach. But the LCT kept lurching drunkenly from side to side, shipping water and with
every deep roll tipping just a little more .... Then Frank’s fears happened. The LCT
went over, spilling men and tanks into the sea. Frank found himself hanging onto &
liferaft. ‘He hung there for six hours, feeling the cold numbing his life away. A sailor
beside him held up another Navy man through the hours. The Navy man kept screaming
and shouting until his voice was only a desperate moaning. He died in the water, and
the sailor kept holding onto the dead body ... A British minesweeper found them just
as Frank thought he must give up and let go. He doesn’t remember being taken out
of the water. He remembers whiskey burning his throat and the feel of warm blankets.
The minesweeper carried the survivors back to England. Here, after a rest, Frank was
given a British Army field uniform and in this rig returned to the Battalion fighting
in France ... -

T/5 Sammie J. Coil and Private John P. Douglas, hometown buddies from
Washington Court House, Ohio, also could tell what it is like to be adrift in the
Channel after their LCT capsized. They saved another tanker’s life by keeping his head
above water until rescued. ..

Corporal Arthur Graves saw action in two jobs on D-Day. He came in as a tank
driver, his regular job. He was driving one of Able Company’s tank-dozers. It was still
in the water just after leaving the LCT when it was hit and began to burn. Graves
found himself on the beach which was then under heavy shell and mortar fire being
put down by the German defenders. A gunner in Lieutenant Harry Hansen’s tank had
been injured and evacuated. Graves climbed into the turret and got behind the gun.
For the rest of that day and night, he was a tank gunner. Later he would go back to
tank driving — and have five more tanks knocked out from under him, and yet finish the
war alive ...

“The weather in the Channel was plenty rough,” Staff Sergeant (later Lieutenant)
Floyd M. Jenkins, of Jamaica, Iowa, recalls. He was a tank commander. “The waves
were coming in both sides of the LCT. We started bailing— spent four hours at it.
In spite of all we and the Navy crew could do, the ballast tanks began to fill up with
the overflow running over the deck. Our boat began to list pretty bad. By nightfall the
LCT was in sinking condition. The commander called an LCM over and he had. all
Army personnel climb in — he thought his own ship would capsize during the night.

“This LCM was plenty crowded after we all piled into it. It bounced around in
the Channel and we all got seasick. We spent the night huddled in blankets, sick and
wet. At daybreak, we saw that the LCT was still upright, so we got back in it again.
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“When ready to land, the LCT commander grabbed up all his papers to take with
him, as he figured he’d never get the craft off the beach again. He took her in and
grounded in fairly shallow water. We got our two tanks and one ’dozer off. After
the heavy tanks were unloaded, the commander was able to get his boat off after all,
and he headed back into the Channel.

“So we were on the beach. It was so congested with knocked out vehicles, and with
dead and wounded men, that it was tough following out our plan of movement.”

A shell burst shattered the leg of tank commander Sergeant Gerald M. Bolt, of
Sac City, Iowa, as he was climbing into his turret while the landing craft headed for
the beach. He refused to be evacuated out of combat but insisted on staying with his
tank and crew. When his tank plowed through the surf to beach, Sergeant Bolt was in
command. He found that his wounded leg would not support his weight as he stood
in the turret. He had his gunner lash the leg to the recoil guard of the 75 mm gun, using
an empty cartridge belt. Sergeant Bolt remained in the fight for six hours. While he
commanded, his tank knocked out at least one anti-tank gun and drove enemy infantry
from a position on the sides of the bluff. At noon, when things had quieted down
some, Sergeant Bolt allowed himself to be evacuated to the medics . ..

Corporal Wayne W. Fawcett, cannoneer from Garden City, Kansas, was one the
crew of five who wondered what their tank had hit after it stopped a few yards away
from a position on the sides of the bluff. At noon, when things had quieted down
roaring, the tank refused to respond to the controls and sat motionless 200 yards from
the beach. Realizing this was no spot to sit around motionless while German guns targeted
in, Corporal Fawcett crawled out of the turret determined to find out what was the
trouble. He dove into the icy water, swam under the tank, and discovered that it was
hung up on a steel obstacle. When Fawcett’s head broke the surface of the water, bullets
and shells were splashing on all gides of him. He swam back to the tank, boarded it,
and gasped out the story to the tank commander —no hope of getting off the obstacle.
The crew abandoned the vehicle, swam ashore. Within 15 minutes, the tank was completely
submerged in the rising tide . ..

The Baker Company tank in which T/5 Joe Kaufman served as cannoneer (a gun
loader who slams the shells into the breech of the tank’s gun) was another which bellied
on an underwater obstacle and didn’t get in. The tide was rising and the tank started to
flood. The crew got out and were going to swim in when a mortar shell exploded
several yards away. Two of the crew were killed instantly. Kaufman was wounded. The
blast threw him into the water. His wounds didn’t keep him from swimming to shore.
Nor did they prevent him from picking up a doughboy on his way in — the infantryman
had gone down with a leg shattered and couldn’t stand in the surf where he had
collapsed. Kaufman was faint from his own bleeding, but he got the doughboy up to some
sort of cover from the fire and gave him first aid before he himself lost consciousness. . .

Hundreds of stories — each one different and yet something of the same in each:

Take the pluck of Private Irvin H. Reddish who came up from the assistant driver’s
seat to take over command of his tank-dozer on the beach... who climbed out when
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the blade of the “dozer got cranky and stuck, gave it a swift kick, released the trouble,
climbed back into the turret, and calmly enough ordered the driver to move out. ..

Take the story of Lieutenant Harold Beavers, who got out of his tank in the middle of
action, placed a wounded officer from his company onto the back deck of the Sherman,
then moved the tank safely through an enemy mine field to a place where aid men
‘could give the wounded man attention...

Staff Sergeant John DuQuoine, a 38-year-old communications sergeant, insisted on
repairing a faulty tank radio in the open without stopping while an enemy dive bomber
blasted dirt all over his work. DuQuoine brushed off the dirt and kept right on fixing
the radio . .. '

Lieutenant Henry Jones had the job of directing fire for the tanks over the radio
he carried in on his back. He was wounded, but he kept right on talking into that radio,
spotting the fire on guns that were cutting down the infantry . ..

Tech Sergeant Joseph Petrocy, on the beach in the afternoon as a Battalion casualty
reporter, was about to take a lift in a truck, saw that it was a gas truck, changed his
mind, and a few minutes later watched the truck disappear in a burst of flame . . .

The medics were busy that day... The Battalion medics came ashore right behind
the early assault waves — and waded into a medical nightmare . . .

“Our time was H-plus-225 for getting on the beach,” reported Captain Carl
‘Tarlowski, commanding officer of the 743rd Tank Battalion’s medical detachment.
“Lieutenant Mitchell, our reconnaissance officer, was in touch with our tanks on the
beach by radio. Our original instructions had been to get onto the beach and proceed
through the exite when opened and rendezvous at a pre-arranged place with the tanks.
The exits had not been opened and so we waited until 1330 hours. I remember there
wae a destroyer. It came up broadside to the beach and seemed so close inshore that

we thought it was going to ground. It was firing point blank range ...”

Wading in through water up to his arm pits, Captain Tarlowski and his men managed
to get ashore. They spread out so as to lessen target possibilities.

“I noticed Captain Ned S. Elder walking up and down the beach evidently
directing his Charlie Company men to cover,” continued the report. “He had a patch
on his neck where he had been wounded. I made a dash to the shelter of a tank and sat
there talking with Lieutenant Hale. He had been slightly wounded in the back and I put
a dressing on it. Captain Elder joined us and I asked to see his wound, but he refused.
He insisted it was just a scratch. I learned that Colonel Upham had been wounded in
the shoulder and was last seen ‘up the beach’ somewhere. No one knew his exact
‘location or whether he had been treated by any medic. I was told Captain Chuck Ehmka
had been killed. Lieutenant Hodgson was supposed to be down the beach somewhere
badly wounded.

“I set out to look for the aid men who had come with me—- Corporal Jay in
particular, since he had been on the same LCT with me and had additional medical
supplies which he’d carried in a gasoline truck. I couldn’t find the truck or Corporal
Jay. I didn’t know nor could I find out whether the LCT which T/5 Bonczek was on
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had landed or not... About this time one of our tanks which had been burning on the
beach began to have its ammunition blow up so it was necessary to crouch behind the
sea wall. Jerry sniper fire increased about that time also. I began a search for Colonel
Upham but couldn’t find him. I came across one of our sergeants who had been
wounded in the leg. Treating him, I had some of the men carry him to the protection
of the sea wall. The tide was coming in. I then found Lieutenant Hodgson. He was
almost completely covered by a rubber life raft. He was conscious despite a nasty chest
wound. I applied dressings and with the help of some of the men we carried him in
the life raft to an aid station where the wounded were being collect for transport out
to sea. I was then busy for the next few hours treating men who had been unattended

*”

since H-hour and who seemed to be lying about every four feet. ...

The story of the Battalion and D-Day was not alone in the tanks. Some of the
men came in on peeps — the jaunty, indispensable little vehicles the Army unimaginatively
calls trucks, % ton. i

Corporal Charles (Chuck) Reynolds, a liaison non-com from Holton, Kansas; watched
his peep sink in the deep water while an attempt was made to unload it from the landing
craft. He waded ashore, joined his Able Company on the beach and aided in the
maintenance and supply of his company’s attacks during the fighting for the next two
weeks until he got another peep and resumed his liaison work. Another liaison corporal,
Francis M. Dorer, of Philadelphia, had the same experience of losing his peep in the
surf and wading ashore on foot to do the best he could with equipment picked up on the
beach. Corporal Arthur Wood, of Cedar Rapids, Iowa, did manage to get his peep ashore
to take up liaison duties.

Four 2%2-ton trucks were allotted to the combat elements of the Battalion for supply.
Two of these got onto the beach D-Day, the other two were not able to land until
the next day. '

Captain Vodra Philips, company commander of Able company, completely dis-
regarded enemy fire when he led his tanks ashore. The onetime teacher of social studies
dismounted from his tank and guided the four General Shermans in his LCT from the
landing craft through the beach obstacles to above high water mark. The entire beach
was covered with enemy rifle and machine gun fire, but the captain remained intent on
the job he was doing— marking the routes for the rest of his company tanks as they
rolled in from the landing craft. In the confusion ot the beachfighting, Captain' Philips
never did see Lt Col Upham during battle, but upon learning that the Battalion Com-
mander had become a casualty, the captain assumed command and directed the movement
of the tanks toward Exit D-1, organized a fire fight on the beach to help engineers blast
the exit, and then commanded the movement of the Battalion inland.

In the D-Day plan, Colonel Upham was to follow his assault tanks in at H-plus-90
minutes. But from H-minus-20, Colonel Upham’s calm, crisp voice was directing
operations of his Battalion by radio from a LCT a few hundred yards offshore. From
this craft his eyes calculated the beach action. He saw his men hurt, some of their tanks
knocked out, destroyed. He watched while his tanks assembled and then found themselves
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bottlenecked in a bad situation on the beach. Movement was confused, tanks and wredkage
in a traffic snarl under héavy fire.

When the LCT swung into the beach at last; the Colonel was first over the side.
He waded ashore in the face of enemy fire. His one concern was to get to his tanks.
He reached the first of these vehicles and personally guided them across the first-swept
beach. Then, still afoot, he began to direct their fight to open the beach exits.

-Sometime during that hectic morning, a German sniper took careful aim upon the
slim figure of an American tank colonel walking in the water on the beach beside
his tanks. The sniper squeezed off his shot and probably never knew he had hit his target.
The slug shattered the Colonel’s right shoulder, but he refused medical attention, kept
on with his work.

He came upon cannoneer Private Charles J. Leveque and gunner Corporal William
C. Bedkett, both of whom had abandoned their Able company tank after a track had been
knocked off in the water and the rising tide threatened to engulf the uninjured crew.
The Colonel was moving up and down the beach giving instructions to the dismounted
men on how to move and avoid the mortar and artillery fire. His clothes were wet, his
. one arm dangled uselessly, but he remained cool and calm as his men always knew him.
“You couldn’t get the Colonel excited—not even then,” Corporal Beckett said of that
moment.

Colonel Uphan remained exposed to the enemy fire all morning and into the
afternoon. He continued, although his wound was a bad one, to co-ordinate the fire and
movement of such of his tanks as he could personally control. It was not until after
0100 hours in the afternoon, when at least one beach—Dog Green — had been cleared
and the situation was beginning to show some promise of success, that Colonel Upham
submitted to the medics and left his Battalion.

Major William D. Duncan, of Sioux Falls, South Dakota, was in another LCT with
Headquarters company men, trying to get ashore but having little luck except in avoiding
enemy shells which plunged into the water where the craft had just been as it
maneuvered about. Captain Vodra C. Philips, of Fayette, Missouri, was on the beach,
also like Colonel Upham on foot, leading Able Company. Until the LCT with Major
Duncan could gain the beach, Captain Philips took field command with the tanks.

For his part on D-Day, Colonel Upham received the Army’s Distinguished Service
Cross for extraordinary heroism in action. It was one of nine won by the Battalion
during the first 16 hours of the invasion.

The story of D-Day is the story of all who were there — peep drivers, truck
drivers, halftrack crews, supply and communications men as well as the tankers. Many
— too many — of the stories were posthumous.

The Presidential Unit Citation was awarded the Battalion for the day’s fighting.
There were the D.S.C.’s won, and a gallaxy of Silver Stars and Bronze Stars. But the
Battalion was not thinking of glory as it fought its way through Exit D-1 toward
Vierville-Sur-Mer. Glory is a tainted angel to tankers who have just had to run their
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steel treads over the bodies of fallen GIs because there was no other way to advance
over sand cluttered with American dead and wounded.

“If there was any sign of life at all, I tried to avoid them,” one tank driver said.
“But buttoned up, looking through the ‘scope, it was hard to see. You just had to run
over them.” ;

In war there is no easy way. The grinding tracks of the Battalion’s tanks trailed
blood through the sand, rolling inland off the beach. The whole war in France, Belgium,
Holland and Germany was ahead of them.
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THE MAKING OF YETERANS

i

THE men of the 743rd in the tanks, the halftracks, the trucks, the peeps and on foot,
came from all States— but mostly from the Northwest. They came from places like
Spokane, Coffee Creek, Thief River Falls, St Paul, El Paso, Chicago, Philadelphia. They
were ex-butchers, bakers, rich men, poor men. They were young — though a few faced 40.
They were draftees and regulars and volunteers. They thought their outfit was the best
damned one in the Army. It never entered their heads the 743rd could do anything but
whip the enemy. In short, they were any American Army group, highly trained,
confident, a little scared, seeing combat for the first time.

D-Day at Omaha Beach was their baptism of fire. By the second day, some of the
dead were buried in a field just over the first hill. The wounded were on their way
back to England. The rest had the job now of clearing the coastline, of pushing inland.
A day ago they had been untried in combat, soldiers well-trained but new to war’s
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payoff — the front line. Now they were on their way to becoming veterans. They would
learn to fight with the vulnerable “iron coffins” as no men before them, even in the
mountain passes of Tunisia, had fought.

Their fighting was to be obscure, often hidden in the equivocal phrase, popular with
newspaper correspondents, “ American tanks and infantry.”

It was the sweeping, powerful, great armored divisions which so often took the
spotlight and the bows for their mile-consuming exploitations during the war on the
Continent. “Tanks,” in the public mind, were usually identified with the headline work
of the armored divisions. For the basic function of these big units was the stuff of
which headlines and public glory is made. In modern warfare, it is the job of armor
to get in behind the enemy’s lines, rip up his communications, confuse his rear, drive him
into pockets, bewilder him and cut him to pieces before he can reorganize and recover.
All this whole divisions of tanks did whenever they got loose.

But this sort of spectacular warfare, the “blitz” with which the German panzers
first set out to storm the world, was not the sort ordinarily fought by the 743rd, a separate
tank battalion attached to doughboy divisions.

A separate tank, battalion assigned to work with an infantry division fights at the
footsoldier’s pace. Its job was to give the dougboy’s attack the added punch that tanks
have, to bull ahead when the going got rough, to knock down houses Jerry tried to
use as forts, to stop enemy tanks in the counter-attacks, to spearhead a way for the
doughboy and his rifle, his machine gun and his mortar. The battery of 105 mm
guns in the six medium tanks of the assault gun platoon provided the infantry
with mobile medium artillery. The 75 mm cannon (and later the much better
76 mm cannon) in the 54 medium tanks of the line companies gave the doughs
direct fire power right where they needed it the most — right beside them at the
front. A company of 17 speedy (though thinly armored) light tanks was available
for swift scouting thrusts. All tanks were machine gun nests on treads to spray lead
when and where it was wanted. In addition, the Battalion provided four halftracks
mounting machine guns and with three 81 mm mortars to drop high explosives into the
enemy’s lap. Altogether six 105 mm assault guns, fifty-four 75 mm guns, seventeen 37 mm
cannon, eighty-five .50 caliber heavy machine guns (twenty mounted on trucks, sixteen on
halftracks), one hundred and ninety-four .30 caliber machine guns— this was the punch
of Verify.

Often the doughboy regiment and its attached tank battalion slugged it out with
the Jerry on the line for days, inching painfully ahead to engineer an opening in
the enemy defenses through which the star ball carriers, the armored divisions
could do their free and fancy open-field running. When this happened, it then became
the job of the doughboy and his supporting tanks to follow up as fast as they could,
moving behind the swift, surging, 20-mile-a-day drives. The infantry moved and
fo-_ught, mopping up the pockets of resistance always left in the wake of such drives.
But mostly, while the big armor waited in reserve for the quarterback to call their
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number and set them going through the line, the infanfry and the separate tank battalion
were in the thick of the line play, fighting and getting hurt, replacing their losses, then
fighting again, always under fire, within enemy artillery range, doing' their work ever
at the front of the division’s sector. !

An American tank battalion in the second war against Germany was made up
of four line companies to do its fighting. A headquarters company contained the Colonel’s
staff personnel, plus such combat units as the mortar and assault gun platoons and the
reconnaissance scouts. A service company maintained and kept rolling the Battalion’s
vital vehicles, brought forward gas and ammo and food to the tanks on the line.

~ Ir the 743rd, Able, Baker and Charlie (“A”, “B”, and “C”) companies fought

with General Sherman medium tanks on the line. The fourth line company, Dog (for
“D”) company, operated with light tanks. At full strength, each of these companies had
17 tanks, including its two staff command tanks. The companies in turn were made
up of three platoons, five tanks in each platoon. In addition each company had its own
maintenance section, kitchen, and attached medics. Normally, when on the offensive,
three of the line companies would be attached to infantry regiments, one tank company
working with each regiment, and one company would be in reserve. Often all four were
committed — sometimes all with one regiment.

A tank company might work with one infantry regiment one day and another
regiment the next, but it was always working, always moving ahead on the attack or
remaining on the alert in an advanced road block or defensive position.

On D-Day, the Battalion was grouped under a battle team plan— tanks, engineers,
infantry — with two companies (Baker and Charlie) of special “DD” tanks and one
company (Able) of regular medium tanks, four of which were equipped with bulldozer
blades. Following the line companies were Headquarters section (the commanding officer,
his staff, and some administrative personnel), service crews from Service Company and
medical personnel from the Medical Detachment. In England remained the balance of
the Battalion — Dog and Service Companies, the rear administrative echelon, the company
kitchens. They would not reach the assault elements for nearly two weeks, on June 19th.

On June 7th, the second day of the invasion, Headquarters section was still out
the Channel, still trying to get ashore.

By mid-afternoon, Major Duncan had argued long and loud enough to have the
commander of the LST hail a passing Duck — the Navy’s smallest invasion craft. The
Army personnel of Headquarters section scrambled aboard into the Duck and started
for shore. The Duck developed rudder trouble and was unable to navigate. In order to
reach the beach, Major Duncan and his men had to transfer into still another boat —an
LLCM — which put them in at about 50 yards from the water line. The men jumped into
five foot depth of water and waded ashore. After 36 hours of trying and many close
calls from artillery, Headquarters section was at last on the beach.

The command halftrack was located on Easy Red heach where it had been
unloaded by the shore brigade. Nobody knew what happened to Pfc Oldvader’s peep.
It never did turn up. The Headquarters men loaded into the halftrack and proceeded
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out Exit D-3 to a transit area behind the beach. There Major Duncan contacted Captain
Philips by radie. 'Captain Philips advised against proceeding to join the tanks at
Vierville-sur-Mer because the German infantry snipers and the zero-ed in artillery was
still making that area plenty hot. Headquarters spent the night in the transit area,
their waking hours spent listening to the bang-wail-crump threnody of incoming shells
and watching the spurting streams of red and orange ack-ack rise up to meet enemy
planes in the night sky.

Meanwhile the combat elements of the line companies took up the action at early
dawn on D-plus-one.

Baker Company moved out at 5:30 with infantry of the 116th Regiment to clear
a way west along the coast towards the first sizeable town named Grandchamps. The
infantry had no more than inched ahead a few yards before they were met with machine
gun fire and damnably accurate sniping. A slow, creeping and crawling, running and
falling advance was kept up by the doughs through the farmsteads along the Grand-
champs road.

After four hours of work, big stuff commenced falling in among the men and tanks.
Two tanks were hit by the heavy artillery and damaged but not knocked out. The attack
was broken off and a withdrawal was made back to the Vierville-sur-Mer bivouac area.
During the fighting, Baker Company knocked out its first anti-tank gun, took its first
prisoners (four in number), and destroyed its. first machine gun nests.

Charlie Company destroyed the Battalion’s first German tank. The direction of
its attack was south, toward the hedgerows and a village a few miles inland called
Formigny. It, too, was supporting doughs of the 116th Regiment. The enemy tank, a
low-silhouette Mark IV armored comparably to the General Sherman but with a much
more powerful 75 mm gun in its squat turret, was sighted by the advance guard. Hit
with armor piercing shells, the Mark IV burst into flame. The panzer crew of five did
not get out.

The advance on Formigny bogged down partly due to the fierce defense put up by
enemy infantry holed up in strength in long prepared field defenses, and partly due to
the confusion that developed when the men of 116th were met and fired on by friendly
troops of the 115th Regiment. These friendly troops opened fire on Charlie Company
tanks. The tanks were still rigged out in their “DD” seagoing dress, and the American
infantry, not briefed in the strange outline presented by this top-secret invasion weapon,
thought it had come upon Nazi armor. No casualties resulted from this error, but the
attack was a mess. Artillery fire thought to be from our own guns began tearing up
fields and men, adding to the confusion. Tired field officers hurriedly snapped orders
to tired men, and as the day wore on the confusion lessened. The crack and whine of
bullets through barnyards and hedges kept up with nasty persistence. Charlie Company
now reagsembled and sent out its tanks in twos and threes to support the 115th Infantry
against- the constant hail of machine gun fire and sniping. Slowly, acre by acre, farm-
house by farmhouse, the enemy infantry was rooted out. Through the day, the tough,
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unglamorous work of reducing strongpoint after strongpoint in one small part of the
war continued.

Able Company was held back in Division reserve, ready to move out as soon as
needed. 1t was not an idle day. Some tanks helped mop up Vierville-sur-Mer, as snipers
were making themselves deadly nuisances there. Two tanks were sent back to the beach
to assist the shore brigade in towing loaded but stranded invasion craft out of the surf.
Maintenance crews recovered two more tanks and got them in shape to make their way
off the sand under their own powér. In mid-afternoon, Able Company moved to the
battleground west of a group of houses called St. Laurent-sur-Mer where it backed up
Charlie Company in decontaminating that area of the Wehrmacht. When darkness near
midnight at last called a halt to the long day’s work, the company assembled in the
Vierville-sur-Mer bivouac fields.

ii.
THE story of Skipper and the Sniper is typical of D-plus-One.

Captain Lloyd J. (Skipper) Adkins, a fountain pen salesman from Peoria, Illinois,
had brought his live-wire energy a month ahead of the Battalion in England and beggel
his way into the combat assault wave on D-Day. He landed as Battalion Supply officer,
which meant he had responsibility for the vital ammunition and engine fuel to keep the
tanks fighting.

As could be expected under the circumstances, the M-9 Army trailers loaded with
these vital supplies were landed all over the French coast. Two out of four trucks got in on
D-Day, the other two put their wheels ashore on D-plus-One.

Skipper Adkins located the M9 trailers and got nine of them off the beach into the
first assembly area. As his trucks reached France, he began the job of seeing supplies
through to the tanks.

Near the close of D-plus-One, at least one man in the Battalion was sure the
Skipper was dead. Lieutenant Floyd Mitchell, a liaison officer, had come in on the same LCT.
and at the close of this day he happened to be flat on his face by the side of the Pointc
du Hoe road, under sniper fire, waiting for a pre-arranged meeting with Captain Adkins
and the first supply trucks. He had a worm’s eye view of a clump of buildings from
which smoke was rising. This had been a village until a few minutes ago. The Jerry had
thrown in a terrific artillery barrage, pin-pointed directly on the road at the center of
town, Vierville-sur-Mer.

And by Mitchell’s watch, when that barrage hit, that was precisely the: time
Skipper Adkins would be leading his trucks up to find the tanks. An infantry dough
confirmed Mitchell’s fears.

“They caught a whole bedpot full of trucks, sir,” the dough who had just been there
said. “Trucks and GIs knocked out all over the place. I couldn’t tell what outfit.”

The reconnaissance officer was still pinned down by the side of the road when he
heard the motor of a peep. He raised his head cautiously and took a look. There in
the peep was Captain Adkins. He had missed the barrage by seconds.
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But artillery barrages were not the only worry to hamper a man ‘about his job just
off Omaha Beach. There were the hundreds of sharpshooting snipers. The barrages were
noisy and terrifying, but they did have the mechanical, impersonal quality .which is a
quality behind a catastrophe that is hurled across miles. The sniper was a personal villain,
one man sighting one gun, selecting a personal target and purposefully, deliberately
aiming the bullet. The barrage and the bullet were both deadly. But at least the whine
of a large shell gave warning. The bullet came suddenly. It came from a bush, or a tree, or
an attic window, a cellar doorway, a hedge, or a log. The sniper was everywhere.

And here Lieutenant Mitchell saw Captain Adkins’ peep rolling along as if for a
garrison jaunt between the company area and the post exchange. It was heading directly
for an intersection where already lay a young American fresh dead from a sniper’s slug.
The German sharpshooter had the intersection covered from a nearby house. He could
pick off anything that tried to move past that corner—except a tank, and a peep
is not a tank.

*“Skip!” shouted Lt. Mitchell. The peep squealed to a sudden stop. “Don’t move past
that corner — you’ll be killed!” Mitchell yelled. “There’s a sniper in that house!”

“There is?” said the Captain, taking a quick look at the house. At the same time
he jumped out of the peep. “Well, let’s get him!”

Without any further ado, Captain Adkins led the way up and into the house.
Grenades were tossed in. Then every room was given a quick search — each room a short,
grimmer drama of an old childhood game, hide-’n-seek. It was an old French house of
many rooms and many passages. It would take a long time to probe every spot. A well-
concealed sniper could easily be overlooked in a quick search.

Captain Adkins squinted at an innocent plaster wall and thought of his trucks and
the supplies and the tanks that needed shells and fuel. He thought of one sniper that
was holding up his trucks. The Skipper clipped out his decision: “Everybody out!”
he said. '

As they left the house, Captain Adkins struck a match. By the time he got back
to his peep, the house was burning fine. Traffic began moving undisturbed past the
intersection. . .

In other ways the 24-hour a day nature of combat was being brought home. Darkness
in Normandy brought a close to tank action until daylight, but by night tanks did not just
stop where they were and wait for dawn. Whenever possible, the companies withdrew to a
bivouac where the tanks could set up a perimeter defense, each tank covering a field of
fire, Men exhausted from fighting all day then had to stand a share of guard through the
watches of the night. At least one man on each vehicle stayed awake at all times, ready
to alert the rest.

The Battalion was never asleep. It could never completely relax. Its men lived on
a day-to-day life or death basis. There was ever the presence of danger.

Staff Sergeant Vernon D. Skaggs, a tough and popular tank commander from
Clarkson, Kentucky, took his tank to the “rear” on a routine supply mission. On the way
a whole platoon of German infantry popped up and tried to ambush the Sherman.
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Skaggs grabbed his tommy gun and began shooting at point blank range. The Germans
were driven off, leaving their dead behind. The tank continued its routine mission.

The days — and nights — would go like that from now on.

iii.
FOR three days the Rangers had found themselves in trouble. On D-Day they had
scaled the perpendicular cliffs rising up from the beach at a hot spot on the map called
Pointe du Hoe.. This steep-walled jut of land was one of the Germans’ key strongpoints
in its big-gunned coast defense system. The big caliber artillery pieces had been installed
on high ground so as to point down the throats of an invading army, and the gun crews
“were protected from counter-fire by thick steel and concrete fortifications. In this well-
shielded position, the Germans thought they had an impregnable gun site. The American
Rangers, trained to tackle anything, proved it wasn’t. They were assigned the
job of knocking out Pointe du Hoe. On D-Day morning, they had clawed their way
up the cliffs, broken into the defenses, knocked out the key guns. But while they had
occupied the gun emplacements, the enemy in turn had surrounded them. The surviving
Rangers found themselves in a siege circle. On the third day, June 8th, they were fighting
on with their last remaining bullets, in some instances using German guns and ammunition
after their own last rounds had been expended. They had no food, no water. At six in
the morning, Able and Charlie Companies of the 743rd Tank Battalion moved out from
Vierville-sur-Mer to break through the siege circle and relieve the hard-pressed Rangers.

As the tanks, with Able Company commanded by Lieutenant Joseph Ondre leading,
rolled along the coastline road without meeting early resistance, the Battalion Head-
quarters section made their way out of the Transit Area off the beach. With the command
halftrack and command tank, Major Duncan joined Able and Charlie Companies
Advancing on Grandchamps.

The assault had begun at 10.15. By noon, contact had been made with the Rangers
and infantry of the 3rd Battalion, 116th Regiment, 29th Division, moved in to relieve them.

Charlie Company ran into trouble with anti-tank mines. During its assault maneuver-
ing about “the Point™ three of its tanks were damaged and stopped. Two more dropped
out with engine trouble. As maintenance crews came up to start the work of getting these
tanks back into action, the two companies moved on west toward Grandchamps. They
didn’t get very far. Anti-tank mines were everywhere. Combat engineers had a grim job
cut out for them, sweeping this road.

Able Company split from the column to go a mile south through sniper-infested,
hedged terrain to a scattering of houses called Criqueville en Bessin, where it followed
a route west again toward Maisy. There wasn’t much that was impressive about Maisy.
It was a station stop for the railroad and it controlled a network of two important roads
and several lesser routes, but the town itself was little more than a stone pile —all the
once-quaint and once-quiet French villages in that sector were being reduced to so much
rubble and so many shattered walls to mark where dwellings once stood. The Germans
were determined to defend these piles of masonry, for each place defended meant delaying
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the invading forces. And delay meant time for German Field Marshall Rundstedt to
throw in his powerful mobile armored reserves. As tanks and infantry came up to take
Maisy from its rear, the rattle of machine gun fire and the sudden fall of mortars and
artillery greeted the advance. Tank gunners went to work with the 75 mm cannon and
re-assorted the rubble heaps. The enemy was knocked out of Maisy, but he continued to
put down heavy artillery on the place in an attempt to keep Americans from occupying
the ruins.

One tank of Able Company (with Major Duncan, Captain Miller and Lieutenant Jones
giving it close support with carbines) was sent through this storm ‘of artillery. They went
right through' Maisy. Two enemy pillboxes were sighted by Major Duncan and Captain
Miller on this expedition. Lieutenant Jones handled the fire orders over the radio that
brought destruction to both fortifications.

On June 9th— D-plus-Three — Baker Company, which had been maintenancing
the day before, now took over to support the work of the 116th Infantry around Maisy.
The Rangers, still fighting on after being released from their costly siege battle at
Pointe du Hoe, found themselves handed another tough assignment— a series of strong
pillboxes just south of Maisy. They began the job of blowing the deadly ground
fortifications sky high. But it was a costly business. The Rangers asked for support.
Baker Company moved south of Maisy to help. The Rangers wiped out the pillboxes.
125 ex-occupants were taken prisoner, the first sizeable batch of Wehrmacht to be taken
in the early fighting,

Able Company in the evening saw 40 more Germans into the Prisoner of War cage..
The two-score Nazis gave themselves up to the maintenance T2 — an old General Grant
medium tank rigged out as a tank recovery vehicle with block and tackle hitches, bulging
with extra bogey wheels and strung like some strange Christmas tree with a variety of
chains, tools, special maintenance equipment. An imposing looking gun projected from
its turrét—a fake barrel. The T2 recovery tank was armed with nothing bigger than
a machine gun. But it bagged 40 krauts with its ferocious appearance.

All companies camped near Maisy that night. Maisy had by now all but disappeared
— except for the wine shop. Either by chance of war or through some sentiment of
German gunners, the wine shop stood invitingly, practically undamaged and intact.

The night of June 9th is marked by Sergeant (then Private First Class) -Jean
M. Blanchette, of Woonsocket, Rhode Island, as the night on which, after four days of
fighting, he finally got some food, some sleep, and a remarkable letter from the FBI
in Washington.

Sergeant Blanchette, who once had to make up his mind whether he would join the
American or the Canadian forces and decided to pitch in with the forces of the United
States, waded through the surf on D-Day at H-hour plus 15 minutes. His job was to
maintain radio contact between the 743rd Tank Battalion and the 116th Combat Team.
Ahead of him through the water, the French-Canadian pushed a water-proofed radio on
a lifebelt pontoon. Through the next four days he moved with the commanding officer
of the 116th Combat Team directly behind the assault force, relaying over the radio to
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the tanks orders for fire support. (The -tank radios were of utmost importance during
these first four days of fighting, as the infantry had lost most of their communications in
getting to the beach had to rely almost entirely on tank radio relays to get important field
commands and information through.)

Once during this time, the Woonsocket soldier’s radio brought fire from the Navy
offshore to help the tanks through a tough spot. On June 6th while many of the tanks
were held on the beach by enemy artillery fire falling on the only exit, Blanchette radioed
the Headquarters section adrift in the Channel aboard LCT-29. He gave the position of
the enemy battery. This information was relayed by the radio in the command halftrack
aboard LCT-29 to the Navy. The ancient battleships standing offshore gave the position
a broadside. The enemy battery was silenced.

By the time he was sitting outside Pointe du Hoe controlling fire on the assault
to relieve the Rangers (his radio went dead and he was unable to correct the few rounds
that smashed into the Rangers’ positions) Blanchette was beginning to get mighty hungry.
On the 8th and 9th of June he was still with infantry, still with his radio, and much
hungrier. A begged chocolate bar was a feast. Everybody in the infaniry seemed to be
in the same fix — no rations. :

On the close of the 9th, Blanchette got back to his own outfit. Somebody dug him
up a K-ration box. There are a few times in the Army when a cold K-ration tastes just fine.
This was one of them. :

But before the dog-weary soldier from Woonsocket grabbed himself some sleep, he
was handed a long, white, official envelope that had come over with some last-minute
mail tossed into the reconnaissance halftrack just before the invasion convoy left
Southampton. It was a letter addressed to Private Blanchette from the Federal Burean
of Investigation. The letter informed him that because he was not a naturalized citizen
of the United States, he would report “immediately” to the FBI branch office in New
York City, New York, without delay.

The matter failed to keep Blanchette awake that night.

iv.
BY D-plus-Four — June 10th — the Allied Combined Chiefs of Staff meeting in London
could consider the beachhead won. Despite German reserves rushed into Normandy by
Marshall General Karl von Rundstedt and Marshal Erwin Rommel, thousands of American
and British soldiers landed as reinforcements, ferried from Britain in the face of high
winds and heavy seas. 60 miles of costal front was in Allied hands.

But a beachhead was hardly enough room in which armies could maneuver. And it
would take armies to knock Germany out of France. The Allies began driving inland.
The infantry pushed through the hedges southward and cleared the wooded area called
Foret de Cerisy—a big block of green shown on waterproof combat maps that smelled
like linoleum. Able and Charlie Companies teamed with the 115th Infantry of the 29th
Division to sweep with the southward attack. The tanks moved out at 3.30 in the morn-
ing just before first light. The 29th Division jumped off from Colombieres, a town
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distinguished by a church and a steeple a few miles from the night’s bivouac near Maisy.
The advance swept three miles to the vicinity of some dwellings named Baynes. That
was the push for the day. Terrain was the toughest obstacle. Although enemy resistance
was expected every foot of the way through hedges and fields, no real opposition
developed. Bivouac was made a mile farther south of Baynes at six in the evening near a
sprinkling of farmhouses and barns known as La Communette. There Able and Charlie
Companies waited for gas and supplies.

In the old horse cavalry, the horses were combed and fed before the men looked
after themselves. In the tank battalions, the crews gas up and re-stock their shell loads
when the supply trains reach them before any other consideration. This was done often
under shellfire.

The following day, June 1lth, Colonel Duncan went back to Maisy for Baker
Company and led it to La Communette just in time to catch Able and Charlie Companies
at noon before a move to Vaudebon. The afternoon move was a 32-mile road march through
an area previously swept by infantry and placed the Battalion near Vaudebon beyond the
heavy woods of Cerisy Forest.

The tankers had learned to dig in. A medium tank during the fall of artillery is
about as safe a place a man could be, unpleasant as the experience is. But a human
being — being human — does not want to stay canned inside a steel shell for days and
nights on end. Tankers would tell of times when they spent three days and nights
buttoned up inside their vehicle, never daring to expose themselves, and throwing their
refuse out in empty shell casings or a steel helmet.

In the fields of France, tankmen always within a few yards of the enemy, got out .
of their vehicles during night halts and preserved their lives by a bit of energetic
spadework. Enough earth was dug to allow the men to liec down with some degree of
comfort underneath the tank. First the hole was dug, then the tank driven up over it.
Extra dirt was heaped up at the front of the tank which always faced the enemy.
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TURNABOUT

i
ON June 12th, folks back in the States picked up their newspapers and read that “more
than” 1,400 U. S. bombers, the largest number ever sent over Europe to that time, hit
16 German air bases in a 400-mile area.

The war was also going on down on the ground.

Four miles south of where the 743rd was waiting in the fields for orders existed
what war left of the town of Caumont, a town once of respectable size and still of
considerable military importance. A half dozen main roads radiated from this hub. To an
army intent on building up a superiority against the enemy in men and arms, it was vital.

To the tankers and the doughs, Caumont was just another town, a little bigger than
most they had seen so far. The orders were to take it.

" While Baker was held in reserve, Able and Charlie Companies moved out at 3.30
in the morning to work south toward Caumont with the 26th Infantry Regiment of the
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Ist Division. An occasional house or a bush or a position suspected of harboring undesir-
able tenants was given a treatment of lead by trigger-happy machine gunners and riflemen.
Tanks joined the spraying parties whenever the infantry called for it. In working with
infantry, a separate tank battalion learns not to shoot at everything in sight. It might
turn out to be a platoon of friendly infantry. Tank-infantry co-ordination is a difficult
operation. It might appear to be an easy matter of simply moving tanks along with men.
It was far from that, as tankmen and infantrymen were to learn so well later in the
hazardous hedgerows beyond the Vire River.

On this day, tank-infaniry operations were going smoothly as ever set down in an
official Army field manual on the subject.

But before more than a few hundred yards had been gained southeast of Sallen,
it became obvious that the doughboys weren’t just going to walk right in and take over
a place like Caumont. Jerry was going to fight for it.

On the way down, Baker Company encounter two pillboxes manned by machine
gumiers. They were destroyed. A little farther along, the tanks met the formidable
obstacle of an 88 mm anti-tank gun capable of sending a projectile through a Sherman
as if its hull was made of cheese. The anti-tank gun was destroyed ...

Charlie Company on its way spotted a number of German armored cars on the
roads outside of Caumont. It was succesful in knocking one of these out. The othersplayed
hide and seek among the roadside trees and embankments, firing and running. The
tanks pressed on.

As the evening wore along both companies began receiving heavy concentrations
of artillery fire mixed in with the customary mortars. Direct fire from anti-tank guns
worried tank commanders., Machine gun fire pinned down the doughboys. The attack,
however, kept moving in toward the objective. It was slow and cautious work. The tank-
infantry co-ordination of the 26th Infantry Regiment, veterans of the proud and battle-
hardened (in Africa and Sicily) 1st Division remained extremely good on this attack as
strongpoint after strongpoint was reduced and overrun with the minimum of casualties to
the doughs. The infantry efficiently infiltrated anti-tank gun positions—a tank cannot
bull its way past an anti-tank gun without somebody getting hurt: a sorry lesson learned in
Africa by Armored Force men. Machine gun positions, deadly to doughs, was another
story to tanks. A few rounds of H. E. (High Explosive) from the 75 mm fired into the laps
of the crews usually was all that was required. An anti-tank gun was almost always protected
by flanking machine gun nests. Each was a tactical problem to be worked out by infantry
and tankers.

By 11 o’clock, with the last flush of twilight leaving the sky, men and tanks had
worked problem by problem to the outskirts of Caumont. A few of the infantry kept right
on going into the town, but darkness made it too tough to take. The line was pulled back
to the edge of town. Caumont was to be stormed by daylight.
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ii.

ABLE Company, northeast of Caumont at Mitrecaen, pulled out of a farmer’s cow pasture
at 5.30, the low morning sun casting long shadows beside the southward moving tanks.
It was hardly a quiet sunrise. The Germans, expecting the attack, were throwing in plenty
of mortar and artillery, making it hard going for the infantry.

At 6 o’clock, Charlie Company pushed in from the northwest. A German scout car
went up in a sudden burst of flame touched off by a blast of H. E. from platoon leader
Lientenant Al Williams’ tank. An anti-tank gun position spotted by the 29-year-old
company commander, Captain Ned Elder, was knocked out by his gunner. All Charlie tanks
were in action, crashing shells into German-occupied buildings, spraying enemy infantry
with hundreds of rounds of machine gun fire.

When Able Company rolled up to Caumont, the Germans were pouring out of the
town, trying to escape to the southeast. Gunners lined up their sights on several
armored cars and selfpropelled guns. Nobody kept track of the actual number knocked
out. Things were too hot and too busy. But not all the Germans got away.

As dusk set in, the 743rd line companies were together except for the three Able
Company tanks holding with the infantry at La Repas where the British were seen on
the left flank.

And then Sergeant Mayo’s tank showed up — battered, muddy, nearly out of gas,
badly in need of maintenance, but still running. It came rumbling into Sallen after
Sergeant Mayo and his crew had fought with the 745th Tank Battalion since getting
mixed up on the beach D-Day.

As night (and enemy shells) fell on the bivouac area at Sallen, the rumor weni
around from tank to tank that here it was, men — a break.

It was a rumor based on information from higher headquarters. For the Battalion
Commander was told that ‘the 743 would be given enough time to maintenance their
vehicles and rest their men before going on.

It was a logical time for a rest, even a short one. The tanks had been in constant
action since 10 minutes before H-hour on D-Day. They had taken heavy losses in the
first two days of combat. They had helped crack open Hitler’s allegedly impregnable
Atlantic Wall, established a beachhead across which would pour armies of men, and had
aided to secure that beachhead by clearing out the road network behind Omaha Beach,
then had rolled inland more than 50 road miles to take their most important prize to
date — Caumont. For Caumont was the furthest penetration made by the Allies into
France prior to the later St. Lo breakthrough. Its capture helped in a great measure to
secure our brand new life-line. It sealed off roads that limited German retreat routes,
and it was to be an Allied supply hub through which would pour the raw material of men
and machines that would result in a great all-out offensive to break into the interior of
France.
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The tankers thought the taking of Caumont was a good place to blow the whistle for
a rest.

And that’s how matters stood the night of June 13th.

On the morning of the 14th, Major Duncan received orders detaching the 743rd
from V Corps, under which the Battalion had been fighting, and attaching it to XIX Corps
and the 30th Infantry Division, just landed in France and assembling south of Isigny.

Once again it was “Move out, Verify!”

And Verify, now a battalion of veterans, moved out. ..
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PART TWO

GUARDING A LIFE-LINE



® ® ° ° ® ® e CROSSING THE VIRE

i

THE 743rd Tank Battalion, having had their baptism of fire on the Normandy beach
and having gotten their war catechism through the green fields and woods 54 milesinland to
Caumont, now rolled their combat-scarred General Shermans almost back to the starting
point near the coast. As the tanks lurched unchallenged along the roads through forests
- and past farmyards and apple orchards, the British and Canadians were holding the
Allied left flank in bitter engagments with German armored and infantry forces, and the
American First Army under General Omar Bradley was fighting on the right flank in
moves aimed at cutting off the Cherbourg Peninsula. A German counter-attack recaptured
Carentan. The 2nd Armored Division was thrown into the breach to keep the German
thrust at Carentan from splitting the invasion forees in half.

By the time dirt-grimed tankers rolled up to the assembly area south of Isigny and
staff officers had gone out to report that the 743rd had arrived as ordered, the XIX Corps
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had already planned an attack for the 30th Division on its right front. A hastily assembled
combat team was put together for a jump-off to the line of the Vire-et-Taut Canal that
next morning, June 15th.

The Big Plan, as conceived earlier by higher headquarters peering at situation maps,
was to touch off a big offensive for St. Lo. But the inevitable counter-punches of von
Rundstedt’s powerful mobile reserves threw a monkey wrench into the Big Plan. On June
14ith the Allies had shattered the first line of defense, held a coastal strip 60 miles long and
were using captured airfields. But assault units were dogtired and casualties had cut
down their size. The Big Plan was scrapped. St. Lo would have to wait. It was first
necessary to give depth and strength to the most vulnerable stretch of the American
front — the single road, the sole life-line between Isigny and Carentan linking the two
bridgeheads, Utah and Omaha beaches.

The Germans on June 14th got into Carentan, were thrown out again. But it was
close. The whole Invasion effort was still touch and go. Thus it was imperative that
the 30th Division make what one of its officers described as an “impromptu™ attack to
clear the area south of the Isigny-Carentan road to the Vire-et-Taut Canal. The attack
was to be made by a “motley combat team,” to use the words of the Division’s own report,
“assembled around the 120th Infantry Regiment.” The 30th Division was the only
complete division available. Their line was a sprawling 7,500-yard sector taken over
from the 501st Regiment at 1 A.M., June 14th.

All the man in the tank knew about the situation was that he was damned tired after
the long road march, that the attack was going to jump off at 8 in the morning, that it
would be a limited attack and it shouldn’t take more than a day to do the job. ..

At 5 in the morning of June 15th, the tanks of Able and Baker Company turned
over their motors and set out to join the attacking forces for the 8 o’clock jump-off. At
6.30 the artillery went to work, supported by big shells whooshed in by battleships which
had Naval forward observers ashore. At 7.30 fighter-bombers droned in and struck at
suspected enemy positions. At 8 the infantry doughs started forward.

This was the baptism of fire for the 30th Infantry. As an attack it was not impressive.
Men moved slowly. Officers sweated to get platoons under way.

The attack inched painfully ahead.

“] saw one of our tanks coming up the road and it made me feel good,” an infantry-
man was quoted by a war correspondent. “Then I saw his gun go off and wondered who
he was shooting at. A second later I knew — it was me!”

Things like that happened. Infantry cursed the tanker. In that same day’s operation,
Charlie Company was to go into bivouac and discover during the night that the infantry
suddenly would pull out without notice, leaving the tanks without a line of protection
under enemy fire in the darkness. Then the tanker cursed the infantry.

The morning’s work and the taking of Montmartin had been done by two battalions
of infantry with two companies of tanks. In mid-afternoon, a third battalion with Charlie
Company passed through, swinging southeast to threaten a group of dwellings named La
Ray. Meanwhile, painstaking progress was continuing as one of the infantry battalions
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kept inching below Montmartin on the west side of the main southward road, pressing on
hedge by hedge on their way to La Compte, astride the highway about a half mile south
of Montmartin. Lt Al Williams took the 3rd Platoon of Charlie Company plus three tanks
from the 2nd Platoon and made up a task force with a platoon of infantry to sweep
wide around La Compte in order to bring pressure on the flank. This foray knocked out
an 88 mm field gun, an armored car, and a number of machine gun nests. The rest of the
company continued to a point east of La Compte where heavy resistance pinned the
attack to a halt.

The next day, June 16th, Able Company accompanied the doughboys to push through
the barnyards and fields to the canal by way of La Ray, which was mopped up as they
went. All was as the patrols had reported. The bridges were blown — the enemy’s stand
was to be made south of the canal. ‘The front line doughs dug in and prepared to stay
awhile. The Carentan-Isigny life-line, the vital supply road, was now protected in depth.
A further advance was postponed.

While infantrymen watched the enemy from foxholes, the tanks were to get their
first break from actual combat. But nobody rested. There was too much to do.

ii.
FROM D-plus-Two to the Vire-et-Taut Canal, the 743rd Tank Battalion did not have a
fatal casualty. Men had been wounded in the tanks, but not killed. Now from June 17th
to July Tth, the Battalion remained in bivouac areas, out of action.

The war was going on all about them as the tankers got to work to give their vehicles
the maintenance they so badly needed. In those three weeks, Cherbourg fell, putting one
of the chief French ports in Allied hands. The British were having one hell of a time
taking Caen on our left flank, with the road hub itself a no man’s land. On the right flank,
the 1st Army began a drive southward below the base of Cherbourg Peninsula along a
30-mile front, so that at the end of July 3rd, the offensive line extended in a southeastward
curve toward St. Lo, 30 miles inland from the west coast and 16 miles below the north
coast.

For the tankers, it was a time of work. But it was also a time to discover that the
Normandy countryside produced such things as eggs, cheese, milk, and — to the fortunate-—
cognac. To those who were too late in liberating a choice bottle of cognac or some rare
vintage wine, there was always calvados. Not to mention a French version of apple cider.

A souvenir fever swept through the Battalion and searching eyes were peeled for
German “Gott Mit Uns” belt buckles, Luger or P-38 pistols, Nazi swastikas. The
Reconnaissance halftrack began to bulge with battlefield loot picked up from the fields
over which the invasion had swept.

Searching eyes were peeled as well for chickens. And a few youthful, pretty French
farmgirls remained on the land so that grinning men from Idaho and Utah and Cali-
fornia and Pennsylvania could call out “* Allo, baybee! Comment allez-vous?”
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On June 19th the 743rd became a complete unit in France as the rear elements sailed
from England, crossed the Channel, and debarked at Omaha Beach at the same point
where Americans had fought so bitterly just 13 days before. The rest of the trucks
of Service Company, the medium tanks of the Assault Gun Plateon, the halftracks and
peeps of all companies, the light tanks of Dog Company — all passed the rusting hulks of
dead ships. They passed the first French fields and the apple trees. No one went into
the fields. Many of them were posted with small white signs with a black death’s
head and worded: “ Achtung! Minen!’

The newcomers had listened to training lectures about the value of foxholes and
slit trenches in safeguarding the more precious parts of the human anatomy, but no one
turned much thought to the shovel during their first hours behind the front. Although
the evidence of war was clearly all about them in the form of dead horses, cows, fields
that looked as if an army of golf duffers had been digging divots there, and whole villages
piled into rubble — although there was this and more to remind the new arrivals that
they were moving into no picnic ground, the day was pleasant enough, and there was no
shooting right then. But it wasn’t very long after they had settled into their respective
bivouac areas until Jerry obliged as a reception commitee. Artillerymen lobbed ingreetings.
These greetings were loudest in the form of some giant gun, possibly arailroad gun, that sent
“boxcars” rumbling through the sky to explode with a great earthquaking concussion
near the Isigny highway. When these and the smaller editions of steel-cased death began
crashing in, the simple shovel became instantly the most popular item of equipment the
men had brought with them. It did not take long either for many to discover that berry
bushes by the sides of the roads and at the edges of some fields concealed excellent deep-
ditches.

Bedchedk Charlie was on hand every evening, the uncertain, throbbing drone of
his German engine putting extremely unpleasant thoughts into the minds of earthbound
creatures below his prowling wings. Bedchedk was always spoken of in the singular,
although he might be a whole flight of enemy, night-flying over Allied lines with bomb
racks ready to empty out on likely troop concentrations.

On June 20th, Headquarters Company found its way to the Battalion fold. Tech
Sergeant Jim David, of Detroit, who had come in on D-Day with the Headquarters Group
now hitched a piece of canvas to the side of a halftrack and set up his S-3 operations
office. Elsewhere, the kitchen trucks were proving their worth more than gold as cooks
prepared the first hot meals. Mess kits rattled expectantly in long chow lines. The enemy
usually picked chow time with malice aforethought to send in some artillery, but this
became accepted by the men as a nuisance of war. The wonderful good humor which went
automatically with the trigger-happy, brass-cussing, proudly individualistic American
GI was an ever-present quality in the Battalion’s spirit and never wholly absent from it.
After diving into a ditch with a full mess kit, losing most the food in the plunge, and
ducking a shell safely by a split-second, a man can get up, look at his dusty remains of
chow, and express himself definitely in a very colorful manner. It is a part of soldier-
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humor, never to be entirely understood by anyone else, that his outfit thinks this to be a
hell of a good joke. It is a story that will become part of the outfit’s lore, always beginning:
“Remember the day Frank Seo-and-So got mad at the mess sergeant because he wouldn’t

”

give him seconds. ...

The Battalion re-shaped itself for combat from an assault team to a full-strength
outfit. Major Duncan became Lieutenant Colonel Duncan, the commanding officer of the
Battalion. A square-jawed, German-hating Scotsman from Sioux Falls, South Dakota, he
had already left far behind him the cloistered and somewhat prosaic life as a school
teacher of biology to adopt the aggressive pugnaciousness expected of tankmen. Major
Clarence L Benjamin, a Californian, joined the staff from England as executive officer.
Captain Philips took over Major Duncan’s former staff duties as S-3 officer, plans and
operations.

On the Fourth of July, Colonel Duncan saw the field order he had been expecting. .
The Battalion was alerted for the Vire River attack to jump-off July 5th. But July 5th and
the next day were spent in bivouac as operations were put off. Finally, on July 7th, the
attack was on. The “dry runs” through the hedgerows in practise maneuvers during the
wait were now to be put to the real test.

1ii.
DURING the night before the jump-off of a big attack, no man who is to take part in it
sleeps well if at all. While the dark front line may appear quiet with only an occasional
nervous spasm bothering it — the arc of a flare shooting up and drifting a minute in space,
the man-made lightning and thunder of artillery flickering and grumbling on the horizon,
the brief little cataclysm as a shell bursts blindly in an orchard, the sudden chatter of a
machine-gun startled awake, or the solitary bark of a watchdog rifle— yet behind all this
combat normality a terrific tension is building, so terrific that it seems to be a tangible
thing of which even the enemy must be aware. In a window-curtained room of a
farmhouse men rustle maps and papers and talk in almost normal voices as they peer
by gaslamp at grid squares and phase lines, and they speak of “Objective Nan” or “Mike”
or “Red” or “Blue,” and their language is the shoptalk of war. Somewhere in the outside
darkness, a group of tired men crack open their multi-hundredth crate of ammunition.
" Somewhere in that dark corner of Normandy a night patrol is making its infinitely
cautious way to bring back last-minute, all-important information on the rate of flow of the
Vire canal, the depth of the water, the position of enemy outposts. An artillery officer
looks at the luminous dial of his watch and checks the time ticking toward the second
when his own battery will join others in giving throat and voice to the night, to the dawn
that this morning will truly come up like thunder. An infantry rifleman slumps as if asleep
in his self-dug womb of earth, but his mind is turning on thoughts of what he is supposed
to do when his squad goes forward, and how he will do it, and of Home and the Girl, and
whether to open his K-ration now or wait... Wait? For what?... ‘And so the
tension builds.
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At 3 in the morning, the tanks had an hour bhefore they were to move out. A bow
gunner sentry looked to the east and thought he could detect the first grey glimmer
of morning in the sky.

One platoon of Shermans had already been at work doing its part in the attack
— an unorthodox part. They had been busy running up and down behind a part of the
front where the attack was not to be made. The noise of the tanks hopefully was intended
to throw the waiting, listening enemy off balance — fool him into looking the wrong
way. At the least it was calculated to disturb his vigil.

The tension snapped at 4 o’clock. The first early birds had awakened and were
twittering in the trees out of habit that even a war could not stop when all else was
quiet. But in that pre-dawn, the birds stopped singing. For the artillery let loose.

“I almost jumped out of the turret,” said one Able Company tank commander.
“We were moving along the road — we had about 15 miles to go to our assembly area
with the infantry — and all of a sudden our artillery let go right next to us when I least
expected it. It sounded like the world blowing up. Scared me until I realized what
it was.”

The artillery preparation pounded the Germans in their dug-in positions along the
canal water line until the jump-off H-hour at 7 o’clock. The artillery lifted. 30th Division
infantry moved forward through German counter-battery fire. Medium and light tanks
moved beside them through the hedgerows into orchards down by the edge of the canal.

All morning the tanks had no choice but to sit in the orchards under shellfire,
sweating it out with infantry doughboys while combat engineers tried to get bridges across
the canal so the attack could move along. The engineers worked and sweated at high
cost, their blood reddening the swift-moving Vire-et-Taut as heavy ememy mortar fire
dropped into the middle of their construction efforts time and time again, and sniper
fire picked off their numbers one by one. But by 1 o’clock in the afternoon, word came
that the first bridges were in.

Tank commanders ordered their drivers to move out. There was only one route
down to the location where the bridge was said to be in, and this was a road that exposed
the tanks to clear observation to the enemy. The tanks raced down this open road —
and then found the bridge wasn’t open. The road was no place to sit quietly. The tanks
churned off to the sides, crashing through the hedges into the fields. From there they could
see the bridge and the magnificent job a bunch of unsung heroes were doing under fire
in trying to hold a way for the attack forces to get across a 50-foot wide ribbon of water.
The ugly bursts of artillery and mortar shells were almost constant. It seemed impossible
that they could get the job done. Bul somehow those bridge-builders did. At five minutes
after 2, an Able Company platoon of Shermans crossed the Vire-et-Taut and rolled on
toward St. Jean de Daye. Others followed.

The tanks came up on the east side of the main road leading to St. Jean de Daye
to get into that town by 5 in the afternoon. Word came that the infantry, which had been
taking heavy losses in the fierce barrages of mortar and artillery fire laid in by Germans
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with devilish accuracy because days ago the ranges on the whole Vire-et-Taut front had
been calculated, were now being pinned down by machine gun fire at the west end of town.

Captain David W. Korrison, then a light tanker but later to be commanding officer
of medium tank Able Company, got some Dog Company tanks to support his own “tin
* and poked the front of his vehicle around the corner of a building to find himself
face to face with a concentration of Nazi infantry and a machine gun nest. His 37 mm
cannon and his machine guns promptly went into action. The nest was removed.

can’

The captain and his light tanks smashed around where the enemy least wanted them
until 10.30 that night, when the raiders pulled back .to position with their company just
east of St. Jean de Daye.

In one day the Vire-et-Taut had been bridged and a wedge driven into the enemy
one mile south to St. Jean de Daye. The one thing that made the attack hellish was the
tremendous amount of artillery and mortar the Germans put down on pre-determined
ranges in an attempt to break up the drive. The drive faltered, but it did not break.
The infantry of the 30th Division were now proving their mettle.

There was great confusion in the hedges and on roads caught by shellfire. At
Airel, a small town by the Vire River and east of St. Jean de Daye, trucks and peeps
were caught under a sudden storm of artillery. The drivers jumped for their lives to
ditches by the side of the road or behind stone walls.

“They’re throwing in everything but the kitchen sink,” one of the drivers said to
his helper from behind one of the walls. There was a terrific crash next to them, and
bits of wood and brick sprinkled them without much harm.

“That was the kitchen sink!” said the assistant driver.
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GREEN DEATH

il
THE open sun-baked stretch of beach was bad; now it was the gréé’ll hedgerows, and these
were very bad, too.

The hedgerows divided a battlefront into hundreds of separate small boxes, each
box a separate battle, a lone tactical problem on a checkerboard of fields, each in itself
a single objective to be fought for, gained, or lost.

South of St. Jean de Daye the hedgerows were spaced so close together that a man
could sometimes run from one to another across an open stretch of field in four or five
seconds — if nothing stopped him.

There was plenty to stop him.

The hedgerows made perfect field defenses for a holding army, and the Germans
never slothful in military matters, took every advantage of this tough terrain to build a

defense in depth that, to break through, would take all the fighting spirit, and many

52



of the lives, of ““a soft generation,” as German propaganda mistakenly plugged American
youth. J

Dirt embankments and deep natural ditches were standard accessories with every
hedgerow. These embankments and ditches gave the German fighter fine protection —
ready-made trenches on all four sides of each field, so that parallel hedgerows covered
each other, and one hedgerow linked with another to form a system of communicating
trenches.

The Nazi defenders, armed to the teeth, were able to sit well dug-in and concealed
behind these curtains of green foliage. The greenery screened them from view while
at the same time it permitted them excellent positions with good fields of fire to all sides.
What had once been peaceful Normandy pasturage, each farmer’s acreage neatly
bounded by a line of hedges, now was a murderous, complex battleground where death
came in sudden ways.

These hedges were no quaint provincial pastoral to the man who had to advance
through them. They were green death.

Behind the leafy screens were such unseen targets a machine guns, big and little
antitank guns, tanks, selfpropelled guns on tank chassis, infantrymen equipped with
bazookas— all waiting, playing a deadly cat and mouse game.

There was one other unpleasant feature about the hedgerows. They concealed the
disposition of the enemy, where he was located, and where he was bringing up reserves.
So, when he threw in a strong counterattack against his attackers, the enemy often had the
advantage of initial surprise.

There was only one way to fight the hedgerows — one at a time, expecting the worst
at each (and almost always finding it) and thinking of each row as a fortress from which
the enemy must be routed, field by field. And that was how it was done.

The GI had a word for it: “Rough!”

It was rough, all right.

On July 8th, the push went on south of St. Jean de Daye, starting at daylight.
Compared with the first day of attack, the artillery and mortar thrown in by the German
gunners was light. There was only brief resistance here and there. But then, about
2,000 yards south of St. Jean de Daye, things began to break loose again. No longer did
tankers and doughs charge through the fields at will. There were now Germans waiting
behind each hedgerow.

One Sherman was rolling along wondering where Jerry was when suddenly 15 rounds
of high explosive shells struck it one right after the other.

“We're getting direct fire from some place!” shouted a tank commander back to
his platoon leader over his tank radio. _

The radio information was hardly necessary. The platoon leader in the same field
had his own tank under direct fire by an unseen weapon.

From then on it was sheer hell in the hedgerows. Verify was again losing tanks,
which could be replaced, and men, who could not.
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Charlie Company was supporting the 117th Regiment infantry near La Perrine,
below St. Jean de Daye. In the middle of the summer afternoon, storm clouds began to
form in the sky and it rained. But nobody in Charlie Company worried about the storm
clouds. There was a more serious storm brewing right on the ground. A column of six
Mark IV and Mark V tanks were smashing into the American lines at one of its weakest
points. Staff Sergeant Richard D. McCracken, of Waterloo, Iowa, was commanding a tank
of a platoon directly in front of the oncoming Germans.

Sergeant McCracken took a fighter’s gamble. Three tanks of his platoon had been
knocked out in earlier action. There were only his own and the platoon officer’s tanks left.
His radio was knocked out, not working. He had no communications with his platoon
officer. Six enemy tanks with infantry against one Sherman is terrific odds, but Sergeant
McCracken ordered his driver to move out toward the enemy armor.

He guided his driver with two sections of radio antenna—like a steel fishing
rod — prodding him on the left shoulder when he wanted him to steer left, on the right
shoulder when he wanted him to move right, and on the small of the back when he
desired a straight course.

In this way, McCracken got his tank up to a break in a hedgerow to train his guns
on the advancing enemy armor now only 500 yards to his left front.

When the 75 mm American gun spoke, it drew the instant and undivided attention
of the whole column. Artillery and mortar fire was falling on all sides of the Sherman
spotted by German infantry. Armor-piercing shells ripped into the hedgerow on both
sides and rushed past the turret in near-misses. One of the Mark IVs ceased firing and

black, oily smoke billowed up from it. Meanwhile the bow gunner’s machine gun was --

spraying German infantry, and on about every third round the tank gunner depressed
the 75 mm to throw a high-explosive shell into the ranks of the foot soldiers.

The lone American tank held its hedgerow position until the Germans broke,
abandoned their attack and withdrew, still firing at the single opposing tank. McCracken’s
crew had expended every shell in their ready racks. The sergeant prodded his driver with
the broken radio antenna and turned his tank back to get more ammunition.

A Boston tank commander, Sergeant Harold D. Adams, was forced to abandon his
Sherman in a field about a mile and a half southwest of St. Jean de Daye when enemy
fire penetrated it. After seeing that his own crew was out of the tank safely, Sergeant
Adams saw three wounded infantrymen lying in the same field as his disabled Sherman.
The tank was drawing artillery and mortar fire of such intensity that medical aidmen had
been driven back. ;

Sergeant Adams ignored the danger and went out to the doughboys. He gave them
first aid and over a period of four hours in that shell-pocked field under constant fire
" went to each man at 20 minute intervals to adjust the tourniquets and dressings. Adams
finally located an armored ambulance and personally directed the driver to the spot.

With the three wounded doughs safely on the ambulance, Adams then heard of two
of his own men who were lying wounded in the next field. He hunted up a stretcher
" and started off to lead some aidmen to the next field. As Adams reached an open spot,
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an enemy machine gun opened fire and shot the stretcher off his shoulder. The aidmen
refused to go any further. The ground was muddy from recent rains and a cloudburst,
and the driver of the armored ambulance said that he could not maneuver into the
field without getting bogged down. Sergeant Adams then went into the field himself (the
area was still under heavy enemy fire) and, one at at time, carried the two wounded men
to a position that could be reached by the ambulance.

Corporal Lawrence A. Kassa, a tank gunner from Thief River Falls, Minnesota,
knocked out three anti-tank guns during the afternoon. Then his own tank was knocked
out. Corporal Kassa took over the gun in another Sherman.

Private Arthur S. Graves, who had been knocked out of his first tank on D-Day, was
knocked out his second during the rainy afternoon. Dynamite on the outside rear deck
of the tank, where it was carried to aid the infantry in blowing holes in the root masses
of hedgerows, was set on fire by an enemy shell hit. Almost instantly the engine
compartment at the back was in flames. These spread quickly to the turret. The clothes
of the tank commander, gunner, and cannoneer, caught fire. The driver, stunned by
the force of the explosion when the shell struck the dynamite, sat “frozen” to his
controls. Graves, himself burning, pushed the driver by sheer force up through the
driver’s hatch and out on the ground. Crawling out of the driver’s hatch himself, Graves
noticed the predicament of the three stunned men in the turret. His own face blackened
and burned, Graves leaned down into the flaming turret and helped the rest of the crew
out. All this time artillery was bursting about the tank and the incessant snipers were
trying to pick off the men.

Graves got the badly burned tank commander, the gunner and the cannoneer onto
the ground, where he rolled them over in the grass, beating out the flames in their clothes
with his bare hands. He then guided the dazed, suffering men to a ditch where they
found cover from the enemy fire. Graves looked around and saw the driver was lying
beneath the burning tank. He got up, ran through the field back to the tank, dragged
the driver from underneath, and made his way back with him to the ditch. From there,
Graves went out and found the medics who treated first the crew, then the assistant driver
who had gotten them out of the flames. This was the second of six tanks Graves was to
serve in during the campaigning in Europe.

The tanks were slugging back beside the infantry. In the confusion of the day,
when at times nobody was sure just what was going on, or who was shooting at whom,
tank gunner blasted numerous machine-gun nests into eternal silence. The Germans had
a trick about machine gun nests in the hedgerows. They would tunnel underneath the
matted roots from the rear. The enemy moles would then push through an opening on the
forward side just big enough to stick through the barrel of a machine gun. At other spots
the Jerry had rigged up machine guns that were fired by pulling a string, the string-pullers
being elsewhere in a foxhole. Nearly every hedgerow had a heavy machine gun hidden at
each end. Between the two heavy machine guns were dug-in riflemen, many armed with
machine pistols or “burp” guns. Some snipers hid up in trees.
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There were bazookas in the hedgerows, too. At one time, Captain Richard Bulkan,
of Dog Company maneuvered his tank around a hedgerow to throw a grenade at some
enemy doughs. Suddenly right in front of the tank’s front plate, a German staff sergeant
stood up and let go with a bazooka. There was a great roar and flame, but the bazooka
rocket, which struck the final drive, did not go through. The range was only 20 feet.
Captain Bulkan’s gunner, angered by the German sergeant’s temerity, let go with a round
of high explosive 37 mm. The German disappeared with the shell burst — at 20 feet.

ii.
IT took 11 days and plenty of blood and sweat to push a bit better than 7 miles through
the tangle of hedgerows to reach a point 2 miles northwest of St. Lo.

It was slow, cautious, costly going in this part of northwestern France. The weather
was cantankerous — there were bursts of sunshine followed by a sudden clouding up
and showers of cold rain. The nights grew bitterly chill and uncomfortable. 24 hours
a day there was constant enemy fire pouring into the indefinite advanced lines. Rear
areas were the targets for artillery barrages. And by dark, the Luftwaffe never failed
to produce Bedcheck Charlie and his inquisitive pals.

In that maze of green pastures sided by the ancient earthen banks, waist high with
weeds, bushes and irees, the tanks and infantry developed a close team work and a
better understanding through mutual battle experiences. No foot soldier in combat
liked the idea of having a tank near him when things were going well, for a tank always
drew heavy enemy fire. But when the going was tough, especially when enemy tanks
counter-attacked, then the foot soldier wanted American tanks around — the more the
better — to blast the opposition with big stuff. The infantry could not have gotten through
those hedges and trees without their attached tanks, and the tanks could not have done
their job without the infantry. The tank-dozers were kept at work incessantly, smashing
holes in the masses of foliage. A technique was worked out in which blocks of TNT
carried by the tanks were used to blast holes. Three holes were blown in each row. Then
at a signal screamed from the tank by use of its siren, everybody in that one operation
took off at one time through the three openings. The tanks shuttled from field to field
where needed, getting their orders by radio.

Radio was the chief means of communication, tank to tank, and from rear head-
" quarters to the tank commanders on the line. Tech Sergeant Ronald Hyland, a 6-foot-
plus boy from Minneapolis who early in life had been bitten by the radio bug, thought
and worried and planned constantly about Battalion communications, ever bemused by
all the various knotty technical problems that came up during the fighting. His job called
for him constantly to risk his life working on one faulty radio or another to get it back
in repair on the front line. Of Hyland, his commanding officer said: “He is the most
brilliant radio man I have ever known— and a soldier’s soldier in the field.”

Even while he landed on D-Day at Omaha Beach, radio-man Hyland was mulling
over a better system of communications between the tanker and the doughboy he was
supporting. Tank-to-tank communication was satisfactory, but in a stiff fire fight, when
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tanks are buttoned up, it is almost impossible for a man outside the tank to get the
attention of the crew. The racket of battle, the great roar of the tank’s engine drowns
out any shout that might be heard by the tank commander who may have his hatch
open. But ever at the ears of tank crews, built into their crash helmets, are radio
earphones through which they can hear orders spoken over the inter-communication radio-
phone system.

. The Battalion improvised two methods by which the doughboy could talk to the tanks.
At the rear of the tank, an empty machine gun ammunition box was attached, a phone
set put in the box, and the phone attached to the tank’s inter-communication wires.
Hyland evolved a radio hook-up by which it was possible for infantry troops to call the
tanks while the doughs kept down in a ditch or a foxhole. Hyland overcame a number
of problems— chief of which was static thrown out by the tank’s engine — and installed
a system enabling the foot soldier to call the tankers over the infantry “ Walky-Talky”
radio sets. :

Taken down by radio monitors crouched for long hours beside a static-noisy receiver
in a halftrack just behind the action, the dialogue of tankers in action makes its own terse
drama of words. July 9th in the hedgerows was a day of particularly violent action as the
Germans attempted a strong counter-attack with their own tanks.

On this day, the words of battle heard on the air between tanks began during the
early hours of the morning before dawn, when the front was fairly quiet, and men
snatched at sleep. The words heard then were routine administration calls. They sounded
like this — taken from actual battle logs:

There is a buzz in the receiver as a tanker somewhere up front presses the button
on his “mike” and begins to transmit. “Item,” he gives his call sign, “to Able.” Able
is the station he is calling. “Item to Able —over.” There is a chatter of static as the
“mike” button is released and the dynamotor of the transmitting radio stops spinning.
Then another buzz and another metallic voice: “ Able to Item — over.” A rising inflection
is put on the last syllable of “over” so that it becomes “ov-eh!” Then Item —in this
case Headquarters Company (the call sign changes daily according to a secret list) — sends
his message. This morning it is one like this: “Item to Able. Listen carefully. I have a
message for you.” There is a break as the transmission snaps off the air a few seconds
then comes back on. “You are now attached to the same unit that Able was attached to
yesterday. Be ready to move out by the same time that you were to have moved out this
morning.” “I am not out with the unit I am with now. They have a mission for me. Is
that correct?” “That is correct. Contact the C.O. and tell him.” The transmission
concludes when Able, which happens this morning to be Able Company, receipts the
message with: “Roger. Out.”

“Roger—out” was the standard closing of a message series, meaning that the
message was understood. “Wilco— out” could have also been used, meaning that order
will be complied with.

In combat, “Standard Operating Procedure” was frequently forgotten when action
got hot. A sudden “Watch your right — watch your right!” would be blurted on the
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ait. Names, except in code, were not to be used. Locations were always given in code.
The enemy was listening as well. But sometimes an excited tank commander would
forget. There were times when he would forget to switch from “radio” to “interphone”
when he wanted to give orders to his own crew only, and out on the air went such
directions as: “Pull over to the left —left — more to the left—all right — okay — stop
— Stop! Dammit man, stop! I said stop!” Such dialogue was sure to be interrupted by
cries of “Get off the air! Get on interphone!”

Combat dialogue sounded like this:

“All One-Five stations follow me and watch closely. Give me some protection on
my flank. Be prepared to lay smoke down on the road ahead of you.... Give us some
fire support and use “H-E” on those buildings. Cover me while I go into those woods
on the left.... Come down and give me some machine gun support . ... Take a position
in this field and make room for everybody. ...

“We are fired on from the buildings. ...

“That fire is coming from the left of the building....

“Okay... Support with fire. Follow me down this road. I am coming down now.
Love Seven is sort of bogged down so you back up and cover him. ...

“Take off and help that tank down there...

“All stations One-Five pull in here with me, pull in that field....”

Or this: -

“The infantry is backing up —have run into some trouble —shelled by friendly
artillery. Peter is trying to hold infantry from falling back..%.”

“Send up medics. Some men have been hurt....”

“Medics on the way....”

“X-ray Two-One is moving up to where Peter now is. We are doing okay and I think
we can continue. Infantry is blowing hedgerow and have run into some bigger guns . . .”

“Plenty of opposition... bazooka and machine gun mostly. Made contact with
friendly troops on our left ... What is your situation?”

"~ “Infantry is falling back again. Most of them are half way back along the
hedgerow....”

“Prepare to move out. ...

“Move out!”

At the end of the normal fighting day, when positions were consolidated for the
night, the calls became largely administrative again. There were locations to be given,
officers to be checked and summoned to report to the Battalion C.0. Messages sounded
liked this:

“Request Able and Jig co-ordinate a defensive position. ...

”»”

2

“Prepare to spend the night at position now held....”
“Hello, Mike One-Zero — Hello Mike One-Zero — How do you hear me? How do

you hear me? Over....
“Sugar One-Four has to have plugs changed. Sugar Seven needs hatch fixed ...”
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“I have the supplies here. The reason for the delay was that the roads were blocked

by enemy fire, but just as soon as possible will run the supplies down to you....”
“That’s swell!™

iii.
FIELD by field, hedge by hedge, the push continued through those 11 days from the 7th
of July down the west bank of the Vire River. Service Company kept its trucks racing
back and forth as far as the beach for supplies which it brought up to the tanks, frequently
under fire. It was perfect sniping country and the Germans went in for sniping in a scale
never seen before in warfare.

The 30th Division was proving itself again and again under fire. Sometimes a part
of the front broke down in complete confusion under the onslaught of furious enemy
counter-attacks.

Captain, then First Lieutenant, Robert S. Derby personally stopped one of these
retreats when his slender figure appeared on the front lines. He wanted to find out what
the situation was. It was bad — with doughboys running the wrong way. Captain Derby
got many of them turned around — going the right way.

The casualties were high in this sort of warfare. It was a real blow to the Battalion
when it learned of the death of one its most popular leaders, Captain Ned Seidel Elder
of Charlie Company, killed in action on July 11th. ; ’

All companies felt the full brunt of the punishing advance. In one day (July 16th)
the Germans threw in three successive counter-attacks with tanks. They were driven off.
But the list of men killed, missing in action and wounded grew longer and longer. Baker
Company had to drop back in reserve for awhile to completely reorganize —a difficult
matter, as all platoon sergeants and leaders had become casualties. New crews had to
be established.

Some were lucky. Like Lieutenant Harold Beavers. A rifle cracked and a sniper’s
bullet snipped a jagged dent in the crown of his helmet. There was also a dent in the hull
of his Sherman — a dent made not by a sniper’s bullet, but the shell of an “88.”

There were a lot of exhibits in the Battalion like that now.

While all this was going on, while the tanks and infantry struggled down through the
hedgerows, the First American Army was being regrouped behind them. The tremendous
flow of men and supplies were pouring across the beaches and were being assembled for
the great punch that Allied leaders hoped would knock Germany out of France, perhaps
out of the war.

Day by Day, the 743rd with the 30th Division passed French stone houses that
marked in ruined ways places with names like St. Fromond, La Perrine, La Porte Verte,
Haunts Vents, and Pont Hebert.

And while they worked and died to push the line deeper down the Normandy
peninsula, behind them the First Army got ready to break out into France — after some
very tired and very dirty tankers and doughboys were to make an opening in the German
defenses near a place the world was to hear a lot about. The place was called St. Lo.
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[} ° ¢ THE EPIC CALLED ST LO

i
WHAT was left of the town of St. Lo fell to the 29th Division on July 19th. That was
the beginning of an epic — the epic of a breakthrough that would be pre-climaxed by two
great and tragic air strikes on July 23th and July 25th. The breakthrough was to be
made just west of St. Lo. On the map it is marked Hebecrevon. But it was popularly to
be called “The St. Lo Breakthrough.”

The mission of breaking through, of cracking an opening for the might of the
armored divisions to exploit, was given to the 30th Division and its attached armor —
the 743rd Tank Battalion and the 823rd Tank Destroyer Battalion.

From July 17th to July 24th the line west of St. Lo was held stable. All units were
alerted for an attack to begin at dawn on the 2lst, but this was cancelled at the last
minute. A heavy rain had fallen during the night. Visibility was bad for the planned air
strike — the mightiest ever planned to support a ground attack.
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On the 22nd, it rained again. Once again the attack was put off pending clear skies.
The weather broke on the 23rd, and on the 24th the favorable conditions held.

In the rallying area in fields north of Hebecrevon, the Battalion had spread its tanks.
The leaders and crews were thoroughly briefed, ready to go. The schedule called for the
air strike to begin at 11.40 in the morning. The tanks would start ahead for the Line of
Departure to jump-off with the infantry at noon. The bombing was to be by advancing
phase lines, the ground forces moving up behind the pattern of bombs.

All was set.

Right on the minute, the first wave of American bombers came over. The men on the
ground looked up into the bright glare. It was an enthralling spectacle. Hundreds upon
hundreds of planes were coming in neat formations, their engines setting up a great
drumming. Overhead thundered fighter bombers, medium bombers, heavy bombers.

A new sound was added to the steady drone — the deep blast of bombs falling into
the enemy lines. The earth began to shake under the impact of these explosions. Great
windrows of smoke began to float upward from the lines where the bombs were
tumbling down.

The morale among the troops in the ground amid the recently cleared hedgerows
was soaring as high as the planes up above. This was the attack that was to break the

“enemy’s back. This was the attack that might even end the war.... This confident
feeling was punciuated by the bombs crashing in unprecedented numbers upon the
hated enemy.

It looked good. It sounded good.

“Prepare to move out!” came the signal, and tank engines added their roar to the
full noise of battle. Some tanks moved forward. Infantry began to deploy. The wheels
of the attack began to turn. Overhead the bombers still were coming.

Then the worst happened. The bombs began dropping short behind the phase lines.
They were falling into friendly positions. The mighty explosions began killing Americans.
Sudden horror spread through the ranks, and with the horror went fear and panic.
The bombs kept dropping — short. And as far as the eye could see from the ground, new
flights of planes were winging in, ready to drop destruction in the wrong place.

Air liaison officers on the ground frantically tried to contact their planes. But it was
too late to correct the tragic error. They did manage to stop the last flights from dropping
their bombs.

All was turmoil and confusion on the ground. Stretcher bearers and medics were
there, but there weren’t enough of them. Doctors did what they could. Ambulances
backed into fields and went jouncing off to make trip after trip.

The attack was called off — postponed 24 hours. Overhead the bombers circled and
winged back toward England through a serene blue sky.

Drivers killed the motors of their tanks. The drone of the last planes died away,
and there was only the smoke of the bombs drifting back over the pastures to indicate
they had been there. That and the ambulances with the blood-red crosses on white
panels taking away the wounded. That and the dead who were yet to be buried.
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The Battalion was shaken, but casualties miraculously had missed them this day.
One man was injured by a bomb fragment, but he refused hespitalization and remained:
on duty.

ii.

THE remarkable rejuvination or ““come back™ abilities of the American forces in France
was once again evidenced when, on the next day, July 25th, the breakthrough attack was
ready to start off as before. Fresh troops replaced the casualties overnight. The plans
were the same. The bombers were to come over in great strength, drop their tonnage
of explosives before advancing phase lines, and the infantry with tanks would then
lunge ahead to rip a hole in the German line through which waiting American armor
could pour, :

Once again the weather smiled favorably. All was in readiness. All was as the day
before.

But this time there was an uneasiness in the hearts of the men waiting to attack,
“sweating out” the time before H-hour doing trivial little things like brushing dust out of
the sights of a tommy gun, or boiling a cup of coffee because it was something to do while
waiting. This time there was the question haunting everyone: “ Will they do it again?”

“They” meant the bombers — the bombers that had taken a wrong reading yester-
day. It was a strange situation. Friend and foe waited on a July morning, both fearing
the same thing— bombs from the sky.

At 11 o’clock in the morning, the Battalion moved out of its assembly area and moved
up to the Line of Departure. Anxious eyes looked upward. Again precisely on-time, the
silvery shapes of the first planes were sighted. The pathfinders flew true to their target
over Hebecrevon. Their bomb bays opened and down hurtled their loads. A moment
later: the earth was shaking, the air was disturbed as if by a sudden stormy gust,
and there came the successive, pile-driving thumps of bombs exploding almost a mile away.

Men on the ground breathed just a bit easier. The first planes had hit their mark
okay. Maybe this time ...

Hopes went up as the second flight came over and the tons of destruction descended
where they were supposed to on the enemy’s lines.

But then ...

“I was looking up, watching our medium bombers,” communications sergeant John
Ovind says of that time. “I was standing near one of our ’dozers — just in case. I thought
a "dozer would be a good thing to get under if anything went wrong. When the bombers
were directly over our heads, I saw that their bomb bays were open and I thought  Oh-oh!
Here she comes!” Then the bombs came out. They looked like a handful of peanuts-dots

coming straight down at you ...”

That whole high noon was immediately filled with a sound more terrible than
anything veterans from D-Day could remember. It was a rattling sound —not a swish
or a scream the way bombs usually go, but a clacking like dry peas shaken in a wooden
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basket. This rattling increased with a terrible rush. Then the bombs began hitting. And
there wasn’t any more rattling in the air. Just the indescribable bang and roar of explosive,
like hundreds of volcanos blowing up in those fields at the end of the world.

Three entire flights of bombers dropped their missiles mistakenly on that area.
For many a man, that chaos in the fields near Hebecrevon was the end of the world.
Generals and privates alike scrambled for whatever meager protection they could find.
And generals and privates alike died. It was one of these bombs that killed General Leslie
McNair, chief of the ground forces.

In the nightmare deluge, there were acts of heroism .. . :

Halftrack driver T/5 Arthur R. Thomas of the mortar platoon had his vehicle parked
near a road. When the bombs hit, a number of doughboys in the nearby field were
wounded. One of the doughs struck down was a stretcher bearer. Thomas saw the stretcher
bearer go down. The driver crawled out from beneath his halftrack, ran across the ground
while the bombs were still falling, and grabbed an end of the litter. For the next hour,
the halftrack driver acted as a streicher bearer and gave what first aid he could to the
maimed, suffering men lying in the fields along the road. During much of this time, bomb
fragments were hurtling all about him. He was not hit.

The mercy-promising helmets emblazoned with the Red Cross worn by Captain
Carl F. Tarlowski and Captain Leland Evans, doctors attached to the Battalion, were
prominent in moving about the painwracked fields. To make the hell worse, concentrations
of German artillery began falling in the 120th Infantry Regiment’s area along with the
bombs. The holocaust was made complete when several trucks loaded with gasoline were
struck and the high-test fuel blazed up as evil pyres. Amid this scene, doctors and aid
men performed brilliant and unselfish and perhaps purely automatic deeds of bravery

Tech Sergeant Bernard T. Leviton saved the life of an infantryman by grabbing up
a shovel and digging the injured dough out from being buried alive by bombs that still
were falling. There were several instances of this sort — men being suddenly engulfed by
an upheaval of the earth. Not all of them were dug out in time. And in some cases it was
a merciful grave, concealing the final ugliness of war.

At the end of it, that second tragic noon hour, the last flights of bombers checked
the error— and bombs were falling where they were supposed to strike. As many as
were the bombs wrongly placed on American lines, many more rattled into German
positions.

Earlier, when the awful realization came to the men that the the nightmare of the day
before was to be repeated again, there was unrestrained panic amid the episodes of
heroism. Some men simply dropped everything — rifles, personal gear — and ran blindly.
Again there resulted almost complete confusion.

But the orders were: “ Attack!”

Field officers, sergeants, staff officers, corporals, generals — all worked to reform
the lines, to get a jump-off under way. Somehow the new line was put together.

In mid-afternoon, the ground forces of the 30th Division moved out over the bomb-
chewed phase lines. They moved over their own dead.
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“My men stumbled ahead —as if walking in their sleep,” one infantry officer
reported. “Their hands and feet lacked co-ordination. They had the look of punch-
drunk fighters — and that’s just what they were at that time.”

For most of these men, this dazed condition after the drubbing by bombs continued
until they were actually engaged with the enemy.

“/Then they got mad — that cold anger that comes to you at the front—a hate that
is directed toward the Jerry who got them into all this mess,” said the infantry leader.
“They got mad — and then they were all right.”

iii.

TWO columns of 743rd tanks moved out with the attack toward devastated Hebecrevon.
The head of one of the columns rolled only 200 yards before engineers sweeping the
road up ahead found the road blocked with those deadly round disks — Teller mines.
There was a halt while the engineers went to work at the risky business of clearing the
mines. This done, the tanks rolled another 50 yards before a second group of mines
was discovered. Another halt was made. Artillery and mortar fire began harassing the
stalled column. A third successive group of mines had to be cleared from the road
before the tanks could get moving again. They didn’t move very far before the advance
light tanks got into trouble.

Sergeant (later Lieutenant) Hibnes was commanding 37 mm cannon fire from his
light tank on a stone house from which a machine gun crew had opened up. Hibnes had
gotten off 4 rounds when his tank was struck by direct fire. The crew baled out just
before the light tank was struck three more times and began to burn. The shells came from
a Jerry tank which had been dug-in to make a road blodk.

The leading tanks backed up a little way to get out of the line of fire. The infantry
withdrew with them. The terrain on the right of the road was found to be poor, so it was
decided to try a cross-country route to the left to get around the road block. Lieutenant
Donald H. Ticknor, took off in the leading tank. There was too much artillery falling for
the infantry te move out, but the tanks tried it alone. Ticknor led out to the left —
but not quite far enough. Direct fire caught the flanking platoon. Ticknor was killed.
Two of the tanks were knocked out before the platoon found cover.

The tanks were then pulled back and sent out to the flank on the extreme left. Here

they were able to even the score a bit, Able Company knocking out at least two
Mark IV tanks.

“After our fire fights we saw a lot of Jerry tanks lying around there as we moved
on through,” one tank commander described it. “Some of them had apparently been
bombed out by the air strike. Tt was hard to tell who had knocked out what. We
reported four enemy tanks K. 0°d.”

The attack continued to Hebecrevon, moving ahead slowly without stopping when
darkness closed down. The town was attacked at 10 o’clock in the evening — there was still
twilight in the sky. It was taken after dark.
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iv.

EARLY on the morning of July 26th, Able Company and two platoons of Dog Company’s
light tanks were ordered attached to the 117th Infantry Regiment. The tanks started
out to find the infantry they were to work with. They moved up to Hebecrevon in
column on the road. The first two lead tanks turned a corner in the town, getting by
without mishap, but the next two were knocked out by enemy direct fire. Foot recon-
naissance failed to disclose what type of weapon had fired on the corner or its location.
After talking it over, the remaining tanks in line decided to charge the corner, taking
it at the highest speed possible. The tanks charged past at intervals, but the enemy gun
did not fire again.

The tanks reached the area where the infantry was supposed to be, but there was
no sign of the doughboys. Those fields weren’t a place for anybody to be. The advance
of the lines had left many enemy artillery observers secreted in the hedgerows, able to
spot the German shells and correct the fire. They were also able to call for fire when
they sighted any troops or vehicles. '

“One of the hottest spots I've seen,” Captain Korrison said of that field. In it, five
tanks were disabled — temporarily knocked out— with some casualties among the crews.
The tanks pulled back from that zone of artillery concentration to re-organize.

Another route was tried, but mines blew the tracks off two of the light tanks.
Captain Ernest Aas, of Fergus Falls, Minnesota, dismounted from his tank to look about
on foot for the missing 117th Infantry. As he was poking about the hedgerows, he came
face to face with a German infantryman. The German came up with his gun, but Captain
Aas was quicker with his pistol. Going on past the dead infantryman, the officer discovered
the position of an enemy anti-tank gun camouflaged in the hedgerows. Cautiously he
worked his way back to his tank, directed it to just the spot he wanted, pointed out just
where he wanted his gunner to fire, and destroyed the anti-tank gun.

By mid-afternoon, the tankers became convinced that the 117th Infantry was not
in that rendezvous area and pulled back. The incessant shelling was still going on. It
was later learned that the infantry also had been caught in this shelling and had been
pinned down near the Vire River about 1,500 yards from the planned rendezvous.

‘The bivouac area near Hebecrevon was no cooler. The artillery storm continued
to rage.

It did not seem like the battle was getting any place in that welter of confusion, with
the attack beginning undeér the ill-starred bombing, with the roads heavily mined, with
direct fire weapons hidden in the hedgerows, with the enemy shells falling constantly, and
with the infantry disorganized. It did not seem that anybody was getting anywhere.

But that was the epic of St. Lo.

For all that night the men could hear the deep rumble of the tanks of the 2nd
Armored Division rolling through Hebecrevon to the south, into France.

Stumbling through hedgerows, fighting blindly, doggedly doing a job, the 30th
Division with Verify tanks had made the opening for the waiting 2nd Armored tanks
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during the long, shell-blasted day of July 26th. All night the armored division’s tanks

pounded through — and all the next day.

“Panks Break Through at St. Lo!” Newspaper readers scanned the headlines back
home. “American Armor Smashes Out of Normandy!”

Through the night of July 26th, the 743rd Tank Battalion sat waiting in the fields.
Men slept a little between a day’s action and orders that would send them out again

for more.
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THE LONG, HARD DAYS

i
THOSE summer days in France gave an almost unceasing length to battles, for night lasted
but briefly. The first light of morning began stealing into the sky at about 4 o’clack.
Nearly one hour before midnight, dusk faded to darkness. It was not unusual for a tank
platoon to be working from pre-dawn to darkness, sometimes after darkness — not just
for one day, but days on end.

Driven from the skies by day, the German Luftwaffe appeared in strength only
at night. Shielded by blackness, it had only about five hours in which to work. It made
the most of those hours as Service Company found out at 2 in the morning, July 28th,
when enemy bembs wounded nine men, made so much scrap of a 10-ton wrecker, four
supply trucks, a halftrack and a 1-ton trailer.

The German artillery could aways be counted upon to be a nuisance during those
five hours of darkness, harassing bivouac areas with uncomfortable accuracy.

~ These were the long, hard days. And the short, uneasy nights. ...
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ii.

THE monstrous blow near St. Lo cracked the highly organized defense of the enemy. On
July 27th, the 2nd Armored Division rolled down to cut the east-west highway from St. Lo
to Coutances. But the enemy defense was only cracked, not yet destroyed. For this was
still hedgerow country. Somebody had to mop up the fields and woods where strong
groups of enemy still held out, still had tenuous escape routes by secondary roads, still
had guns and tanks and plenty of fighting spirit. The mop-up area for the Battalion was
the west bank of the Vire River. But the generals also wanted Tessy, a very important
road junction town, sizeable enough for a railway station, with the full name of Tessy-
sur-Vire. It was directly on the Vire River, at its west bank, and controlled a number
of roads the Germans needed to maintain supply routes or possible routes of escape.

The drive toward Tessy began on July 28th. “You can’t paint the fighting around
Tessy any worse than it was,” a tank officer declares. This was said not only because
that officer lost some of his best men just north of Tessy in fields about Le Mesnil Opac
and Troisgots, but because the Germans were fighting to hold at all costs.

While the Germans could slow the American drive, they couldn’t stop it. Sometimes
it was sheer spirit that kept the American attack going.

Like the time a bazooka got Staff Sergeant Oski’s tank. His was one of the Shermans
on line waiting in a hedgerow afier smashing through another field south of Le Mesnil
Opac. The tanks had gotten ahead of their infantry and were waiting for the doughs
to catch up. That was when the bazooka hit.

Tank commander Oski, of Mavie, Minnesota, was knocked unconscious. His gunner,
Corporal James C. West, of Adairsville, Georgia, and the rest of his crew thought the
tank was burning. They pulled Oski from the tank and crawled with him 100 yards
back to take cover in another hedgerow. They started through a field. In the center
of this field, a German machine gun opened up on them. A Charlie Company tank spotted
the machine gun and silenced it. By this time, Oski had regained his senses.

The cannoneer was wounded in the face, head and arms. He was bleeding profusely
and could not go on. Oski and West pulled the wounded man to the cover of the
hedgerow. From there, the crew got the cannoneer to an aid station. At the aid station,
they learned that their tank had not burned after all.

Oski and the three remaining members of his crew went back after their tank,
ducking artillery shells on the way. Twice concentrations almost got them in a shallow
ditch beside the road. Finally they reached the hedgerow 100 yards behind their vehicle.
The company commander met the crew and told them that the company had pulled
back — that their tank was now out in “no man’s land.” Oski said that he thought he
could get to it.

“It’s up to you, Sergeant,” said the company commander.

Occasional artillery was coming in as Oski, his gunner, driver, and assistant driver
moved down the hedgerow to an opening behind the tank. But now the German artillery
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stepped up its work and barrages, rather than individual shells, began exploding in the
area. One of the crew moaned. It was the assistant driver. A shell fragment had struck
his arm, nearly severing it at the elbow. The others gave him first aid, stopped the
bleeding, and moved him to a spot where the medics were called.

The artillery came in steadily for two hours, then lifted. When the lull finally came,
Oski, his gunner and driver, tried it again, crawling through the concealment of the
hedgerow until they were able to reach a point about 50 yards from their tank. They had
open field between them and the Sherman. German troops were known to be less than
200 yards away.

The crew made a run for it. Oski scrambled into the driver’s seat. The other two
manned the guns. Oski got the tank started and under way. He drove it back to his
company, ready to fight on.

iii.

“BATTLE is never a maelstrom, but a series of whirlpools and eddies,” a combat man
once wrote. “It starts with an incident somewhere along the line and is carried on
in other incidents. It is never true that all men of an outfit fight at one time. And even
in a sustained engagement hours long, a number will not be in the fighting at all ...”

But during those days, there was no man in the Battalion for removed from the
fighting. All elements back to and including the rear administrative echelon were within
artillery range of Jerry guns. Cooks and clerks worked next to foxholes with their
carbines within easy reach. Supply trains of Service Company went forward under heavy
artillery fire, often ran into snipers and machine gun fire. The halftracks of the
mortar platoon went into firing positions that seemed immediately to attract the
attention of German counter-battery. Captain Derby, the mortar platoon officer, was
wounded in one of the enemy barrages. His place was filled all through the Tessy fighting
by Staff Sergeant Peter Jula, of Chisholm, Minnesota, who kept his mortars delivering
effective blows into the German lines. The platoon of assault gun tanks kept up a
steady rate of 105 mm shells lobbing into German positions, firing with Division artillery.
And on the line, every tank that could move was a part of the action.

By the 31st of July, the line had worked its way down to the outskirts of Tessy. The
preceding day, Able Company had six tanks knocked out of action and was forced back
in reserve. Baker, Charlie and Dog Companies carried on, taking heights about Tessy,
destroying machine gun nests and several German tanks. Lt Hansen, from Charlie
Company, led an infantry bazooka team into a village, knocked out two Mark IV tanks
and then called back for and directed artillery fire that made so much wreckage of an
enemy 105 mm self-propelled gun mounted on a tank chassis. Earlier, Lieutenant Hansen’s
company had lost two Shermans to direct fire. The crew of one got out safely. The other
tank exploded and the entire crew was marked “Missing in Action.”
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As the last hours of July ebbed away, the Battalion received word that it was to
have a break — that it was to pull back to St. Romphaire for maintenance and rest.

It was hard to believe. But it was so. As it had worked out, the enemy had been
beaten in his stand before Tessy. His resistance collapsed. He had tried to make his stand
at Le Mesnil Opac and at Troisgots — and failed. American infantry was able to move
without tanks into the important road center of Tessy.

So, that night, the Battalion assembled in rest bivouac midway between Hebecrevon
and Tessy. During that one month, from the 1st to the 31st, it had lost 38 tanks destroyed
in combat out of a full strength of 70. It officially reported 15 enemy tanks knocked
out — there were probably more not claimed. Killed in action had been two officers, 14
enlisted men. Two officers and 17 enlisted men were missing in action. Hospitalized
for wounds were 9 officers and 89 enlisted men — a total of 133 casualties.

These were long, hard days. ..
iv.

REST bivouac lasted through the first five days of August. During this time the Battalion
saw its second movie (the first had been shown in a factory building near Isigny — Mickey
Rooney in “Blonde Trouble™), received its first pay when Warrant Officer Leon Russel!
showed up with French francs, and had coffee and doughnuts from a visiting Red Cross
clubmobile. There was also a long-to-be-remembered speech by the 30th Division’s Major
General L. S. Hobbs. , '

On the morning of August 6th, the Battalion was on the move once more. It was
a tactical road march of about 40 miles south to a village named Le Mesnil-Ramfray. The
fields of this bivouac area were some four miles west of a larger place called Mortain. . ..

During the march, eight enemy aircraft livened things up by attacking the rear of the
column, firing rockets. The rockets missed.

Baker Company joined the 120th Infantry Regiment to make an 18-mile road sweep
through enemy territory to Barenton, southeast of Mortain. Barenton was supposed to
be in friendly hands. But the hands that held it on August 6th were clearly unfriendly.
The Germans showed extreme and active reseniment toward any approach into Barenton.

There was the usual artillery activity. Otherwise there was little indication that all
this was the calm before the storm. And that is what it was. For the German High Com-

mand had readied an all-out counter-attack. It was set to crash into the 30th Division the
next morning, August Tth.

V.

WHEN veterans of the Battalion review the rough spots in the fighting through northern
France, they speak of D-Day, the bombings near St. Lo, the Vire and the hedgerows, the
fighting around Tessy, and — Mortain. They speak of Mortain with a special significance,
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stressing the name “Mortain” as a civilian speaks of the word “morgue.” For it was
al Mortain, a place of rugged hills and woods, that von Rundstedt hurled his great bid to
split the First and Third American armies. The 30th Division stood directly in the main
path of von Rundstedt’s plans. It took the full force of the German blows.

Von Rundstedt meant the punch to be a haymaker, to knock the 30th out cold,
overwhelm its prostrate troops, then sweep swiftly west across the road network at the
base of the Normandy peninsula in blitz style to Avranches at the coast. This maneuver,
if successful, would cut cut off General Patton’s Third Army from the First Army and
the beachhead supply bases. He threw the punch with the best the German army had —
the Adolph Hitler 1st SS Panzer Division — tanks, infantry and mobile guns.

The attack began on August 7th, coming in the morning out of a vicious barrage of
mortar nebelwerfer and artillery preparation. The Nazi tank-infantry spearhead hurtled
straight at Mortain. Just to the town’s north was the village of St. Barthelemy. This rural
little grouping of French homes and farms happened to stand on a junction to the main
road which could carry the Germans west.. Just north of St. Barthelemy again was
dominating Hill 314. On both these points the fury of the attack concentrated.

The 1st Battalion of the 117th Infaniry bore the first shock of the attack at
St. Barthelemy. Its front-line defense positions were overrun. Clerks, messengers and
truck drivers went into action to fill gaps in the line. The real nature of the German
punch became known. As riflemen fought hand to hand with enemy infantry, as bazooka
teams and antitank gun platoons repelled columns of enemy tanks, as command posts
were overrun and command groups fought their way out again, the whole division was
alerted and set itself for the sort of fighting that was already going on at St. Barthelemy.

This was the Battle of Mortain. It was to last through six days.

The 743rd Tank Battalion moved its mortar, assault gun and reconnaissance
platoons on the morning of August 7th out of the Ramfray fields to cover all road
junctions within a radius of 2,500 yards leading west from Mortain. They were guarding
the Division’s right flank. All men, alerted for the counter-attack, helped set up road
blocks everywhere. Bazookas were made ready for instant use. The tanks took up
defensive positions, prepared to meet the onslaught of Mark I'Vs and Vs that von Rund-
stedt had committed by the hundreds.

Charlie Company moved into position on the Division’s left flank in the hills three
miles northwest of Mortain.

At the close of the first day’s attack, no one was too sure just what the situation was
— except that it was not good. The German armored punch penetrated the Mortain
defenses, overran positions, threatened a general breakthrough. Hill 314, held by the
120th Infantry’s 2nd Battalion, was completely surrounded. But nobody was giving up.
The Germans pounded at the road blocks that were holding up their armor. Division
artillery, augmented by the 743rd’s assault guns and its mortars, pounded right back.
There were casualties at the road blocks, but guns still fired, ammeo still got up to them,
and the panzers did not get by.
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V1.

HILL 314 was what military commanders call a “vital terrain feature.” It reared its
wooded height just north of Mortain and overloo_kedlall the main roads— the roads the
Germans had to have for the success of their counter-attack. When the enemy began its
smash at Mortain, orders directed the 120th Infantry’s 2nd Battalion to hold Hill 314
at all costs., It did. The story of Hill 314 is but one part of the Battle of Mortain, but
the heroic stand made on that height of ground mirrors the sort of gritty action that
went on during those six August days and nights. :

At the end of the first day’s assault, Hill 314 was isolated — cut off completely from
supplies. By the third day of the attack, with Hill 314 still cut off, still besieged, and
still held, frontline war correspondents began to cable back stories about the “Lost
Battalion.” The 2nd Battalion was far from lost. Everybody knew where it was on its
fortress height. The problem was to get food and supplies to it. The doctors and medics
expecially needed medical supplies. Casualties were heavy on Hill 314. As time went by,
the need for morphine, sulpha drugs, and other mercy medicine grew critical. Attempts
were made to fly in supplies by airplane, dropping bundles over the lines. Most of it
fell into enemy territory.

The assault gun platoon had been doing its major share in hurling death at the
enemy. Now one of its guns was called on to perform a mission of mercy. It was to
attempt to fire the desperately needed medical supplies to the isolated troops.

“The subject of the encircled 2nd Infantry Battalion of the 120th Regiment was
one much discussed and in our minds right then,” said Lieutenant (later Captain) George
W. Dieser, commanding officer of the assault gun platoon at that time. “We were working
as a six-gun battery with the 230th Field Artillery who were supporting the surrounded
battalion. We watched the cargo planes as they attemped to drop supplies. Every night
we laid our protective fires on all sides— and by day we fired constantly as we were
called. This was a 24-hour business. We slept and relieved each other when we could.”

On the evening of the 10th of August, the platoon received a strange order: to fill
three smoke shells with a half pound of sand and stand by for special ammunition for
a mission. The sand was weighed out against a package of sugar from a 10-in-One ration
box. The assault gun platoon reported ready.

A peep arrived at the gun position carrying six shells filled with medical supplies.
At ten minutes past ten o’clock, Sergeant Heatherton received the fire command and the
first sand-filled shell was sent on its way. The correction was made with the firing of a
second sand-filled shell, then the shooting of the “mercy™ shells filled with medicine
began. Three medical filled shells were sent to the men on Hill 314 before an adjustment
was made on range and a second group sent on the way.

Darkness was closing in fast, for the firing was at five minute intervals to enable
the dougboys to spot the shells. At 10:40, the assault guns went back to firing the
lethal high-explosive shells at the enemy.
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On the 11th, six more medical shells were placed on Hill 314. An encouraging
report came back. Five of the six shells recovered — all supplies okay with the exception
of the morphine, which had burst.

The guns then got busy with their different sort of medicine for German tanks and
guns until"in mid-afternoon when another hurry-up job came along— this one three
specially packed shells filled with morphine. The morphine was crucially needed on
Hill 314. All three of the shells were recovered.

“We felt we had the best guns and the best crews on the front,” was the way
Lieutenant Dieser put it at that time.

That night the pressing need for medical supplies turned the assault guns to more
mercy work. Seven medical rounds were sent on the way, and then the assault guns
returned to their routine job — slamming death at the enemy.

A total of 22 medical shells were fired during the special missions. An estimated
75 per cent. of the medical shells were recovered by the infantry. The tank-mounted
105 mm howitzer was chosen by the S-3 of the 230th Field Artillery Battalion for the
mercy missions because of its stability, extreme accuracy, and the known work of the
gun crews during past performances.

Hill 314 refused to surrender. The Germans tried to annihilate the surrounded
position, threw in great concentrations of artillery followed by strong tank charges. They
were driven back. They tried to infiltrate at night. Again they were driven back.

On the sixth day, the 12th of August, von Rundstedt acknowledged defeat in northern
France. General Patton’s Third Army had swung wide around the fierce Mortain fighting,
then began to close in a giant pincers movement toward Argentan to near a link up with
the British and Canadians pushing down from Caumont and Caen. Thus was formed the
“Falaise Pocket” — a trap of some 300 square miles in which the best part of the German
Seventh Army was trapped. The German High Command ordered a general retreat.
Hill 314 still stood invincible overlooking Mortain.

Now there was time to bury the dead.

vil.
EVERY man had a part in the Mortain corridor. It was a time of fierce action from all
quarters. A hundred things an hour happened as the attack swirled about—but the
Germans never got loose, never made their dash across the base of the Normandy
peninsula. '

New battle stories were added to the Battalion’s growing record. There was the
time, on August 8th, that friendly planes again bombed the tanks.

One platoon of Charlie Company was making its way north from village of Juvigny
near Mortain when the planes, Typhoons, flew over. The tanks were trying to outflank

the enemy in that area when the Typhoons dived in, bombed and straffed. Two of the
tanks caught fire.
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At the same time, artillery from friendly guns began to pound into the nearby
ordhard: “We were caught between two fires,” said Corporal Robert P. Leen, of the
Bronx, New York, “and it wasn’t a very good feeling, knowing it was your own side
shooting at you.”

Lieutenant Frederick F. Fleming, Baker Company’s commander, went on foot recon-
naissance with a German speaking GI into a sadly beaten up village to ask the surrounded
Germans to surrender. They barely got back with their lives as they were chased out of
the place with machine guns rattling at them, spraying the dirt to all sides. Both Fleming
and the infantry soldier received cuts from bullets glancing off the ground. But before
leaving town in a hurry, Fleming noted the position of two German machine gun
emplacements and an anti-tank gun. With the pin-point co-ordinates he was able to
furnish, the mortar platoon had a ready-to-order mission. It dropped 81 mm high explosives
precisely where they would do the most good.

Sergeant gunner Waldo P. Wennerberg, of Kerkhoven, Minnesota, happened to
be around when a volunteer was needed to go forward into an open field where a disabled
tank was sitting, abandoned, with the enemy approaching. The job was to get to the
tank, climb into it, and disable the guns so that they could not be used if captured by
the Germans.

Wennerberg did the job. He crawled across 40 hell-fire yards of the open field
from a hedgerow, got into the tank, removed mechanisms from each gun to render them
useless, and got back safely to his own lines with the various parts of the guns bulging
in his pockets.

Through the six days, there were more tanks added to the Battalion’s list of “Tanks
Lost.” Direct fire accounted for several. Many were only temporarily knocked out by
mines There was one dead loss in the mistaken indentity bombing. But the one thing
that these who fought through Mortain will never forget is the scream and wail and
crash of artillery — enemy and friendly — that seemingly never stopped. '

“You’d lie in your hole at night,” said one Headquarters man, “with your gun
handy, and you’d listen to the artillery going both ways— going by a few feet right over
you, it seemed. You'd lie there and wonder if two shells would crash into each other,
and what would happen to you if they did... By day, it was as bad, but you’d bhe
usually too busy doing something to take much notice, except of the close ones. It was
worse at night when you saw the tops of trees disappear over by the next field...”

viii,
ON the 12th of August, Baker Company went into Mortain with only sniper fire to meet
it. The infantry quickly cleaned out Mortain, and the battle was over. Jerry was on the
run. He was in reverse —thoughts of splitting the Allies knocked out of his head.
Lieutenant Folkestad commanded a platoon of Shermans in a fast march southeast and

east out of Mortain to see what was out in front. The platoon got all the way to Dom-
front without meeting any important resistance. Jerry was definitely on the run.

75



In southern France, the Allies were making a new landing along the Riviera just
when the Germans were finding the situation in western France most serious. The
Battalion didn’t hear about the new invasion until two days later when the message
center crew picked it up on their CW radio receiver.

This news was heard on the 17th, the day the Battalion began a two-day respite
in a “rest” bivouac north of Domfront. Here the Battalion was presented with the
Presidential Citation Ribbons (for the assault on D-Day) in a brief but impressive cere-
mony. Lt. Col. Duncan, as Battalion Commander, turned the gold-framed blue ribbons
over to his men.

Again the Red Cross clubmobile made a visit with its coffee and doughnuts — with
an American girl’s smile to go with them. And there was an ice-cold stream running
through the area. It was good to clean off the battle dirt in the chill fresh water.

There wasn’t any artillery for a change. A man could almost forget the war. ..
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PART THREE
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THERE wasn’t any 'doubt about it now. The enemy had broken. He was pulling out as
fast as he could go. Mortain alone cost him 135 tanks, 195 armored vehicles. Caught
between four Allied armies who had out-fought and then out-maneuvered him, his own
Tth army was wrecked, a sorry remains— most of it dead or wounded or in Allied
prisoner of war enclosures. Some remnants and high priority troops did manage to
disengage in time to escape the Falaise trap. Elsewhere in northern France, except at
the Channe! ports (for which he would fight) the enemy everywhere was pulling out.

For all Allied forces, the war now became a time of vigorous pursuit. It was wide-
open warfare where troops climbed into trucks, peeps, halftracks — anything that could
hold them — and moved through clouds of white dust chasing after the enemy to try to
heat him to the next line of defense. Not all troops rode, as many infantrymen will be quick
to say. Many of the infantry walked. But most climbed onto the historic military
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caravans in some way. Many divisions acted largely on their own in the sudden chase
east. The enemy was running. And the Allies pounded on his heels.

For Verify, it was a complete change of pace after the grim hedgerows, this rolling
wide open down French roads to the almost frantic plaudits of deliriously happy, holiday-
spirited natives at every village — gabbling, shouting, laughing, crying mnatives who
invariably had flowers, kisses, wine for the wonderful, wonderful Américains ...

“Hell!” said a peep driver as it looked as if Verify wouldn’t stop before Paris. “This
is the way to fight a war!”

.

ON Augusi 19th, Lieutenant Colonel Duncan led a'quartering party out of Domfront
to look for new areas 123 miles east. That day Third Army tanks were already nosing
about the suburbs of Paris. Americans and a Polish division of the Canadian First Army
linked up at Argentan — dooming any Germans who were left in the Falaise pocket.
A much greater pocket was being made out of the whole of France. For in southern
France, 10,000 Nazis, including two generals, were captured as the Allies advanced north
and the Vichy government fled for Germany . . .

That night, at 10 o’clock, the Battalion began to move. It was on the road all night,
racing through dark, shuttered French towns. At daylight, it was still on the move, and
by daylight the pleasures of “rat racing” through friendly territory was discovered.
The French citizens who wakened to find themselves liberated, now were turning out in
joyous droves to greet every truck, tank, peep or halftrack and the dirty-faced, unshaven,
grinning soldiers.

“There was a guy in one town,” a tank driver recalled, “who kept running like
crazy beside my tank. He had one of those long bottles of wine in his hands, and he
kept trying to jump up on the tank with it. Every time he jumped I was sure he would
be caught in the tracks and be mashed to a pulp. He wasn’t though. Guess he had a
¢harmed life. The wine turned out to be cider...”

A truck, held up and behind the convoy, was trying to catch up with the column.
Between towns it would hit top speed. At the approach to every town or excuse for a
town the driver never failed to be confronted with a throng—usually the whole population
of a small village —leaping and waving in the road. In the face of this reception
committee, the truck would be forced to slow down to a snail’s pace. All through the
length of the town or settlement, the driver would roll his truck cautiously. Little
children and dogs somehow miraculously seemed to scamper unharmed beneath the
vehicle. Then, with the village cleared, the driver slammed his foot down on the gas,
the truck picked up speed, and down the open road it pounded recklessly — until the
next village.

Often the long column ground to a halt— for no clear reason to those behind the
advance vehicles. Whenever there was a stop, the convoy lined up pulled over to the
side, of the road. Men would jump out and tretch their cramped legs. Engines were
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switched off to save gas. Then the head of the column would come alive again, men
jumped back into their vehicles, engines roared, and the column would be one great
moving highway snake again.

And so it went across France — two-thirds of the way to Paris.

Here and there, the advance combat elements bumped. headlong into groups of
disorganized enemy who chose to turn at bay and fight. In such fluid warfare, the
enemy was apt to turn up almost anywhere. Most of the resistance had been pushed
into a position before the Seine River where the Nazis hoped to hold. The advance tank
companies thus began cutting into the clutter of miscellaneous Germans in a sector
between Evereux and Dreux. Resistance was scattered and unpredictable. Movement
was still on a big scale, with wide open tactics, Tanks and infantry were now working
smoothly together. Each had mutual praise for the other. Teamwork was going well.

Near Droisy, Nazi treachery sent Baker Company’s commander, Lieutenant Frederick
Fleming to his death. A German ran from a house waving a white flag of surrender as
Fleming’s Sherman drew up. Fleming exposed himself in the turret and was in the act
of accepting the surrender when another rifleman in the house cracked a bullet into
Fleming’s head. The lieutenant later died of the wound. The house and all its occupants
were destroyed on the spot by the angered tankers.

Driving up toward the large town of Evereux, resistance stiffened. A two-hour
battle held things up near the village of Brezollee, with a bag of 25 Jerry prisoners
taken there.

In that area, three German airfields were overrun and captured. The Germans tried
an unsuccessful counter-attack using tanks. Two Mark Vs turned and ran for healthier
country when the Shermans brought them under fire. One platoon of Able Company
knocked out three German trucks, a small Volkswagen—the German version of the
peep — and took 40 prisoners. More important game was bagged when one of the
dangeroue dual-purpose 88’s was destroyed. The assault guns got in their licks during one
mission by firing on a battalion of German infantry with, as the artilleryman’s laconic
phrase goes, “good effect.” ]

By August 24th, the tanks were once again in critical need of maintenance after
rolling off hundreds of miles beneath their tracks — fast, punishing miles racing over
hard macadam roads. Time was at last taken as an opportunity came before the crossing
of the Seine. Supply trains located their companies after chasing them for days. That
night the Battalion lost another of its officers in an unusual war incident.

Lieutenant George Middendorf, Battalion transportation officer, was with his peep
driver, Corporal James Near, alone on roads that neither were sure belonged to friend
or foe. They were out looking for a supply train that had taken a wrong turn. In the
darkness, they were not at all sure themselves just where their own lines lay. They
stopped a command car coming toward them, as Corporal Near told the story later,
and discovered they had captured a carful of German officers.

Corporal Near got in the command car. He covered the occupants with his tommy
gun. Middendorf followed in the peep while the officers led them back to the German
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command post, from which the Nazis had just left. The place appeared deserted. The officers
were made to dismount and were herded into a courtyard. Middendorf then told Near
to see if he could find out where they were and if any of their troops were nearby.
What happened while Near was away on reconnaissance is a mystery. A party of
Germans may have waited for a lone opportunity. A German or Germans may have
waited for a sniper’s opportunity in the apparently vacated house. For when Corporal
Near returned, Lieutenant Middendorf was dead. He had been shot through the back
by a German small arms weapon. The Germans were gone.

August 25th was the day that Paris was liberated. The Battalion pushed closer to the
west bank of the Seine but encountered no fighting. On the 27th, Charlie Company crossed
the Seine at Mantes, northwest of Paris, moving across at 4 in the afternoon with the
117th Infantry. The rest of the Battalion followed at later intervals. The bridge at
Mantes had been thrown across the Seine by French rivermen who had pulled up their
boats and barges on line as pontoons for the bridging.

As they crossed the Seine, many in the Battalion thought they were headed for the
Big City, Gay Paree itself. The tanks were within 15 miles of the French capital. The
men could see the Eiffel Tower.

But instead of wine, women and song, the 743rd tankers found they had previous
engagements with Tiger tanks and Nazi anti-tank guns. Baker Company bumped into
some tough resistance in a pocket at the east bank of the Seine. Four of its tanks were
lost to direct fire. It remained very warm indeed in the Seine area northwest of Paris
as the “rat race” became a real fight around such places as Gaillon, La Chartres, Ballin-
court, Meulan. In fire fights, Verify knocked out a Tiger tank (Sergeant Oski’s 75 mm
gun nailed the Nazi heavyweight), 11 anti-tank guns, one large field piece, numerous
machine gun nests, two halftracks, and more than a thousand Wehrmacht. The enemy
proved himself extremely sensitive northwest of Paris as he made numerous bids to stop
the Allied advance from a river line he had intended to defend. He had concentrated
plenty of his artillery for this purpose, and it was extremely active in the little time its
gunners had to man their positions.

On September 1st, the German’s hand again rar out. Resistance suddenly crumbled
away and the “rat race” was on once again— this time for Verify a move northeast
toward Belgium.
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¢ o ¢ HELLO BELGIUM - GOODBYE FRANCE

i. ,

OGN the first day of September, 1944, “Task Force Harrison” started out due northeast
from the outskirts of Paris — a scramble of vehicles from tanks to peeps, was Task Force
Harrison, with the mechanized 125th Cavalry as a sereen and the 743rd Tank Battalion
up front to spearhead. Just under 90 miles were made the first day and night. The march
for Verify began at 1 in the afternoon. Orders were to keep moving as long as the gas
held out.

And again it was holiday warfare.

There was a little shooting— but no casualties. The 2nd Platoon of Dog Company
ran into some enemy at Cambrai. The platoon knocked out four Jerry halftracks, four
40 mm anti-aircraft guns on trucks, four supply vans — and one motoreyecle.

South of Perrone, Major Benjamin and Captain Adkins in a command car were
stopped by arm-banded FFI patriots who wanted some assistance in clearing out some
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weren’t there can only try to conceive of what it would be like to ‘be a few hundreds
Germans holed up in a old fort. Two Verify tanks were completing a bit of roadside
maintenance nearby, so the pair were given the mission, moved over to the fort, cracked
several rounds of high explosive shells into the ancient fortress, sprayed the historic
stones with machine gun lead — adding modern battle-scars to the siege walls —and
otherwise discouraged the tenants from holding the lease any longer. The FFI patriots
profusely thanked the Américains and said they would take over from there. The
Américains rolled an. :

11.

QUITE often as not, a peep was leading “Task Force Harrison.” Sometimes the Cavalry
was out in front of the peep and then again nobody was too sure that it was out ahead.
That it wasn’t became a certainty when the peep began entering towns where the French
were still in hiding, still afraid that the vehicle contained Germans — and incredulous
when it turned out te be American.

In the spearheading peep was Lieutenant Colonel Duncan, 743rd’s commander,
Corpors-ll Frank Gartner, a native Estonian who spoke French and German fluently, and
Corporal George Canfield, the driver. - _

“We began to sweat,” said George. “There wasn’t anybody around but us sitting in
that peep, riding along, liable to run into anything.”

It was not far from Cambrai and the peep was out ahead to reconnoiter for the
right road. A little town appeared ahead. There was no glad reception committee out
with apples and flowers. This was considered a sure warning to proceed with caution;
Canfield stopped the peep at a crossroads outside the village. A lone civilian was passing.
The Colonel asked Gartner to find out from the civilian if therg were any Germans
around. i

“Venez ici,” called Gartner, but the civilian obviously didn’t want to “come
here.” Gartner got out of the peep and asked the native for road directions. The native,
a close-mouthed character who gave the impression it would take a torturer’s tongs to
make him talk, shook his head.

“We're Americans,” Gartner told him.

It took a second or two for that to sink in, but then the Frenchman suddenly found
his tongue.

“ Américain!” he shouted, and he began to stream out torrents of excited French

?
ending with a voluble invitation to come immediately to his house for something to
eat and drink.

He was told the Americans had work to do. .And how about the Germans?

Yes, the Frenchman said, there were Germans. He thought they were just at the
outskirts of the town. Yes, he thought you might be able to see them if you walked on
ahead a bit and looked through the glasses.
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Gartner and Canfield went up ahead on foot for a look around with the Colonel’s
field glasses. Canfield said he saw bicyclists when he looked. He was ready to bet three
month’s pay they were German. '

Meanwhile civilians had sprung up out of the ground to swarm all over the peep.
Gartner and Canfield had a hard time convincing themselves the war hadn’t gone
completely berserk as they got back to the peep where happy people danced about while
Germans stood at rifle-distance away — or rode around on bicycles.

As if to add another mad note to an already crazy situation, a young, handsome
French youth in the tidy clothes of a university student came along and announced that
he was a member of the FFI and could lead them to a German ammunition dump at the
edge of the town.

The Colonel told Gartner to see what that was all about.

The dump was there, all right. The FFI youth had led the way to 500 crates of
88 mm and 57 mm anti-tank ammo. On top of the dump was 20 pounds of TNT with
blasting cap and time fuse all set to go. Gartner removed the blasting cap and time fuse.

“Fortunately the set-up wasn’t booby trapped,” Gartner told about it later.

By the time Gartner got back to the popular peep, carrying the fuse as evidence,
there was another guest at the crossroads. It was General Harrison.

“Are you the 125th Cavalry?” yelled the General.

“No, sir,” he got the answer back. “We're the 743rd Tank Battalion.”

The General regarded the lone, diminutive peep, blinked a little as if the sun

was too bright for his eyes, and drove on, looking for his cavalry, which was supposed to
have been leading.

-

Anything could happen on a “rat race.” As if the gods of war felt the need for a
laugh once in awhile ..

iii.

THOSE in the 743rd who had enough gas to make it were the first American tanks to
roll across the French border into Belgium. They were trying to make Tournai on the
night of September 2nd. Before a hill just south of Tournai, most of the Shermans were out
of gas. The few remaining tanks with gas, plus halftracks and infantry, assembled on this hill
for the entrance into the town. Two medium and three light tanks led the infantry into
Tournai at twilight. Natives advised the tankers that the ememy had anti-tank guns
covering some of the roads. The natives were right, as Colonel Duncan and Captain
Miller discovered when they pushed ahead and came under the fire of a road block.
Direct fire weapons opened up on other units. The campaign had moved into. a new
country — Belgium — and was getting a warm reception. But it turned out with daylight
to be only light and spotty resistance, blasted by the tankers’ guns.

“If we had the gas——" Many a tanker will forever be convinced that if there
had been the gas to let them keep rolling, the American First Army could have plunged
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through the Siegfried Line defense before the running Germans, now pouring in retreat
back through the dragon teeth, could get set. The war in Europe might then
have come to a quicker finish. It will remain one of the debatable “ifs” of the war —If
we had the gas...”

As it was, Verify had its tanks and vehicles strung “all the way bad to Paris™
with maintenance troubles — or just out of the high octane fuel needed to keep going.
Cambrai, they say, was one place on the approach to the Belgium border beyond which
many tanks just did not seem to have the power to go any farther. The beer in Cambrai
was also said to be excellent.

Behind the giant strides being made by the American First Army through France
into Belgium, the Army Service of Supply was trying to keep up. It was an almost
“impossible” task, but the “impossible” was done by organizing the famed Red Ball
Express — trains of trucks that rushed the gas, oil, shells, ammo and food all the way
from the coastal beaches to depots hastily formed somewhere near the advancing troops.
Still, Service Company drivers wheeled their 2%-ton cargo carriers back nearly to Paris
to pick up supplies, then fought fatigue to get the supplies to the Battalion in the fields
of Belgium.

The balance of the Battalion, getting gas into their fuel tanks, reached Belgium the
next day, September 3rd, where maintenance began immediately to prepare for another
long move. :

There were four whole days of maintenance — badly needed — and then Verify hit
the road again. The move, an all-day one, continued the sgven-league stride pace, marking
off. 68 miles to an area south of Brussels at a town called Lasne. There was a halt overnight
and through the next day until 5 o’clock in the afternoon. The move then was due east
through Wavre 33 miles to Herbais. Here another day was given over to maintenance.
On September 9th, a third successive long march through Belgium toward Holland carried
the Battalion east near the famous Fort Eben Emael to bivouac close to the Duich
Panhandle border.

These moves — grinding rapidly through towns with names like Tourpes, Rognon,
Braine I’Alleud, Wavre, Jodoigne — continued the swashbuckling, almost skylarking
campaign begun just north of Paris. There was no fighting (occasionally a sniper tried
his potshot luck to give a dash of danger to the adventure) and the job was to keep
moving, looking for a fight.

It was hello, Belgium — goodbye, France. The French had waved the columns on.
The liberated populace appeared (Service Company drivers going back and forth
reported) to be growing accustomed to the novelty of American white-starred vehicles
roaring past their doors. The Belgians took up where the French left off. Now it was they
who furnished the wild welcomes. They cheered, and waved, and risked their lives to
crowd up to the tanks in motion, and in all the demonstrative ways of a happy people
they showed their enthusiastic thanks.
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Everybody (except an occasional glum pro-Nazi faée peering guardedly from a
curtained window) felt fine about the war. It was quite easy for the combat men to forget
the ugly Siegfried Line fortifications that waited for the shock of battle ahead. War is
living from day to day. The Siegfried was a matter for tomorrow — after Holland . . .

88.



® e o ¢ INTO THE DRAGON’'S TEETH

1
THE first to send American tanks into Belgium, Verify tanks were also the first into
Holland. The 1st Platoon of -Charlie Company crossed the international boundry into
the Netherlands and the town of Mheer at'5 o clock in the afternoon, September 12th.

And now the “rat racing” was over. When the platoon column began to move out
of Mheer, the lead tank was fired on by a bazooka gunner. The rodket missed its target.
Infantrymen took quick care of the bazooka-man. The doughs then kept right on hoofing
it to the next town. The tanks stopped. They were again out of gas.

The reality of war was grimly present once more. Along the Meuse (Maas) River.
the Germans showed a frantic — and fanatic — determination to throw up some semblance
of a line from Maastricht to Charleville after vacating Charleroi, Mons and Tournai.
The Meuse thus was the German Army’s first defense line to confront the First American
Army after the Seine crossing. There were remnants of four infantry and seven German
panzer divisions dug in there. By September 12th, the First Army’s sustained drive had
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been stopped. The war settled down to a foot-soldier’s walk again. Ahead was some
of the bitterest fighting of the war. .

The sprawling, ancient city of Maastricht threw away its Nazi swastikas and unfurled
its black, gold and red flag of Holland on September 14th. Able Company worked with
the 117th Infantry to clear Maastricht. At the same time, Charlie Company went eastward
into Ond Valkenberg which was supposed to contain friendly troops. Instead the place
was occupied by German infantry. When enemy artillery began to range in, the tanks
set up a defense in nearby Valkenberg.

The Battalion was counting casualties again — artillery. As the 30th Division
pushed along the Maastricht-Aachen road, the Germans threw in heavy concentrations
of shellfire. This artillery was to be steady diet for months to come.

Across the 20-mile stretch of Holland that comprises the Panhandle thrust down
between Belgium and Germany, the three key towns in the route of the 30th Division
were Maastricht, Valkenberg, and Heerlen. Maastricht was cleared. Valkenberg was next.
Then on September 17th Charlie Company helped to liberate the neat-as-a-pin town of
Heerlen. Other units were entering towns north, south, east and west, such as Ubachs-
berg, Kunrade, Welten, Terwinselen.

On September 19th, Verify had its tanks — one company — inside Germany.

Earlier the mortar and assault gun platoons had fired on targets inside Germany.
On the 19th, Able Company crossed the Dutch-German border and advanced into
Scherpenseel, supporting the 1st Battalion, 117th Infantry. Plans were readied for an
attack through the Siegfried Line beyond Scherpenseel, but bad weather settled down,
grounding the air support, and the attack was put off 24 hours — and then indefinitely.

As the First Army marked time before the first pill boxes and dragon’s teeth, an
all-out attack was being planned to crack open the line. From September 20th to
October 2nd, the companies and all units readied themselves for the assault. The 30th
Division had a sector 10 miles north of Aachen. The swift and ugly ribbon of water called
the Wiirm River ran through the sector before the Todt-built fortifications. And a few
thousand yards in front of thése bristling defenses as enemy artillery probed about
seeking to destroy troop concentrations, tanks and infantry again, as they did before the
hedgerows, rehearsed special maneuvers. This time the problem was not to erush natural
barriers, but man-made structures: mushroom-thick, cunningly placed pill boxes, tank
traps, barbed wire entanglements and field fortifications of every description. As the days
went by to October 2nd, officers and men studied their maps, briefed themselves on
every detail of the terrain and known defenses ahead. They studied aerial photos and
made plans for the approach and breaching of each identified obstacle. And trucks took
the men back to Heerlen for hot showers — and there were two U.S. O. stage shows- . .

Then the push to crack the Siegfried Line began.

ii.

WHILE the Big Pursuit from France to Belgium trying to head the retreating Germans
off before they could scurry behind their Siegfried defenses was a vast operation on a
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canvas s0 broad that the individual soldier was almost lost to sight in the great mass
movement, the individual was there. He was there hunched on the hard seat in the back
of an overcrowded halftrack, or cramped into the bucket chair inside a tank, or feeling
each bounce in the road in the rough-riding peep.

The individual was there — every man with his own adventure and his own story
to tell — or not to tell —in his own way.

Behind him was the Normandy campaign, the Battle of Northern France, the drive
through Belgium and Holland.

Ahead was the Battle of Germany. The generals had it mapped out. But the
individual would fight it. :
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PART FOUR

SIEGFRIED LINE



1.

THE Siegfried Line was a devilish arrangement of death traps, pill boxes and camouflaged
emplacements in a continuous series hundreds of miles long and varied in depth along
Germany’s frontier from a mile to several miles. Teutonic military efficiency had, of
course, taken every advantage of terrain and then installed minefields, anti-tank ditches,
curved steel rails, steel-reinforced blocks of concrete (dragon’s teeth), barbed wire
entanglements, trenches, pill boxes containing everything from machine guns to 105 mm
artillery. All these were covered by mutually supporting fire — a blanket of death which
could be laid down wherever needed.

The Siegfried, in short, was a Super-Obstacle Course — an infantryman’s nightmare.
And in front of the 30th Division, the Germans had had time to man these defense, to
get set for the inevitable assault. In their carefully planned hedgehog forts, they were
ready and waiting. In GI language, the breaching of this line was to be a rougb go.”

To crack the line, the assault was proceeded by intensive training, even while the
units were in the line itself. By reshuffling reserves, it was possible for some 30th Division
infantry troops with Verify tanks to withdraw slightly from their defensive positions for
these “practice periods.”

For example, the 1st and 2nd Battalions of the 117th Infantry Regiment went
through 2-day training periods a mile west of Scherpenseel, Germany. To perfect co-
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ordination of all types of combat teams, a replica of the Wiirm River was made out of
a gully filled with stagnant water about the width of the Wiirm and with the same
steep banks.

This training paid off. When time came for H-hour, October 2nd, not only the
riflemen, but the heavy weapons men, engineers, tank destroyers and tank commanders
all knew one another’s part— and what was expected of them.

H -hour was set for 11 o’clock of the morning of October 2nd. Artillery preparation
actually began six days before, with the 258th Field Artillery Battalion firing 155 mm
self-propelled guns — their mission being to destroy all pill boxes located on the 30th
Division’s front. These guns fired from September 26th to October 2nd on 45 pill boxes.
Their success was described officially as “varied.”

About two hours before H-hour, Division and Corps artillery boomed out to
smash all known enemy artillery batteries. A few minutes later, 10 groups of medium
bombers (360 planes) and two groups (72 planes) of fighter-bombers came roaring through
the grey overcast. Up in a tree top at a forward position, Lt Col Duncan and Captain
Miller clung to the limbs in what they called Verify’s forward O.P. and sweated out
where the bombs would fall. The memory of St. Lo was still fresh.

As an air strike it was disappointing. A half-dozen or so bombs dropped by the
mediums landed in the target area. The rest were over or short. The fighter-bombers did
a bit better. They got their “jelly” fire-bombs in the pill box target area.

At 11 o’clock, the men moved out into the attack. The Battle of Germany was on.

Lieutenant (then Sergeant) Paul J. Longheier and four men of the Reconnaissance
Platoon went forward with the assault elements of the infantry to locate a suitable tank
crossing over the Wiirmi. They spotied one 15 minutes later and led a tank=dozer and
another tank to the site. The second tank was towing the “culvert type” hasty bridge —
a river crossing device which was an extemporaneous affair developed during the training
sessions.

During this operation, the Germans were responding with thunderous storms of
artillery and mortar mixed in with vicious small arms fire.

Able Company was attached to the 117th Infantry. An agreement had been reached
between the Infantry regimental commander and Colonel Duncan that Able Company
would not be called upon until the combat bridge over the Wiirm had been completed,
unless the tanks were needed for direct fire support. There was a good reason behind
this agreement. At the sheer banks of the Wiirm on flat terrain, there was no cover and
no concealment. The tanks would be in plain view — and the presence of tanks always
sent the enemy artillery into urgent action. And the fall of artillery, as any dough})oy
would quickly testify, would mean casualties to the infantry and to the engineers trying
to bridge the river.

At 11.20, Able Company got orders from the infantry commander to move up. Out
moved the tanks, expecting to be able to keep moving right across the river barrier, as
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it was thought the infantry had found a new crossing. They hadn’t. So the tanks sat by the
river for four hours while the Germans rained down shells.

Captain Miller, who had a part in developing the hasty bridge to be used, was sent
forward to try and speed its placement. On the way forward, he was wounded by mortar
fire and carried back for evacuation. Shortly after this, another captain was lost to the
Battalion — Able Company’s commander, Captain Cowan. His tank was hit on the turret
by an enemy shell, wounding him and his cannoneer, Private First Class Joseph Haddad.

Late in the afternoon, the engineers got the treadway bridge into place and across
the Wiirm growled Able Company’s tanks. A defensive position was taken up for the
night with the infantry beyond the east bank.

Baker and Charlie Companies worked together with the 119th Infantry. The bridges
acrose the river at Rimburg and Marienberg had been blown sky-high by the enemy —
which was no surprise — and so emergency crossings were planned. Rains had made the
ground a quagmire, but a treadway bridge was eventually gotten across under heavy fire
and the 1st Platoon of Charlie Company made the precarious hop. Infantry cleared the
river on foot bridges and began the assault on the opposite bank. Charlie Company’s
1st Platoon advanced east about 200 yards and then began a losing battle with General
Mud — three of the Shermans bogging down.

The snorting old T-2 recovery tank went to the rescue with its tow cable, snapped
the cable, hitched up again, and got the tanks to higher ground.. Here the situation was
anything but comfortable as heavy concentrations of artillery caught them in the open.
The platoon was ordered to holds its position there, however, and it did.

A platoon of Baker Company also made the river crossing that day. Its mission was
te move north to Rimburg so that construction on a bridge there could be completed.
They were also to help clean out the town. A castle in the place was proving to be
a tough spot, holding up the advance of the infantry. But again mud defeated the tank’s
mission. The T-2 recovery tank tried to pull two of the Shermans out, and bogged down
itself. In the hell of artillery, the rest of the platoon advanced toward the town, received
direct fire and rockets from bazookas. The platoon leader requested that the tanks be
permitted to withdraw, since friendly infantry could not be contacted there, but orders
kept the platoon in position outside Rimburg. A company of infantry soon contacted the
tanks and its defensive position was set up for that night.

Meanwhile another platoon of Charlie Company had moved with infantry west of
the river at Rimburg to cover the engineers constructing the bridge there. The remainder
of the medium tanks were in positions at Opdehoven to cover the approaches south. Dog
Company was in reserve with the 120th Infantry and the light tanks were not committed.

Thus the assault of the Siegfried began. A start had been made in prying open the
steel and concrete guarding Germany.

il
SO much has been written about the complex fortifications of the Siegfried Line that
a stranger to it might suppose it was nothing but one pill box after the other with bands
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of steel and concrete jutting out of the earth. This is a false impression. Much of the
Siegfried looked deceptively like normal countryside. The massive barriers, a favorite
subject for war photographers, were only a part of it. There were long stretches of green
countryside — hilly in this region— with sleepy and normal looking villages spotted
through it. There was nothing sleepy and nothing normal about these villages as Verify
moved out through them. -

For every village was a part of the fortress system. The countryside might appear
normal because the pill boxes built by the hundreds into its woods and contours were
carefully concealed and camouflaged. Some of them were built so as to hide in the
ground — when they went into action, they rose out of the ground, and then after firing
sank back into the ground out of sight again. Every house seemed to have its quota
of snipers and gunmen putting out fire from the thick walls.

Ubach, Germany, was the first sizeable town within the 30th Division zone. On the
second day of the Siegfried assault, October 3rd, Able Company with the 117th Infantry
had passed through the worst artillery and mortar fire yet experienced to reach the
outskirts of the place. The concentrated fire was so persistent and heavy that the supply
trucks, which somehow had usually been able to get up to the tanks through almost
anything, this time were not able to get through. And supplies were badly needed. The
gunners were using plenty of ammunition.

The wedge had been driven into the Siegfried. The line was cracking at Ubach,
although it did not seem that way to the men who were doing the cracking. It did not
seem that way to Able Company tankers, sitting outside Ubach with ammunition and
gas almost gone — with exploding shells rocking the 32-ton tanks on their treads. It did
not seem that way to Baker and Charlie Companies still mucking around in the mire of
soft ground around Rimburg and the Wiirm River. These units with the 117th and
119th Infantry Regiments were not alone in driving through the line. To the north, the
29th Division was busy exerting strong pressure outside Geilenkirchen. Elements of the
Second Armored Division’s Combat Command “B” followed through and fought at
Ubach. And south, First Army troops were smashing through below Aachen. The
“impregnable” Siegfried was being smashed.

Once through the line through and past Ubach, the 30th Division swung its attack
south down toward Aachen. This put a pincer movement on the city fortress and rolled
up the pill box line from its north flank and rear.

But it wasn’t like rolling up a rug...

South of Ubach, the 2nd Platoon of Charlie Company was working on a line of
pill boxes with a battaliecn of the 119th Infantry. In one day’s operation they cleaned
out eleven of the fortresses. At dawn the next morning, a strong force of Germans
with tanks counter-attacked, moving through the grey early mist to retake six of the pill
boxes and capture two companies of infantry. The Germans then started to move toward
a second line of pill boxes, advancing behind a barrage of well-directed artillery and
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mortar fire. Staff Sergeant Paul T. Jackson, tank commander from McFall, Missouri,
with four tanks under his command, set up a hasty defense of the second line of pill
boxes in which the infantry had two command posts. The tank commanded by Sergeant
Donald E. Russ, of Oklahoma City, was placed in a position exposing it to direct enemy
fire as well as artillery. But the four tanks put down a fire so devastating that the enemy
swerved away into the cover of woods some 600yards to the left front. Three Mark V tanks
charged out of these woods toward Sergeant Russ. When the fight was over, Sergeant
Russ still commanded his tank in its open position, a Mark V was burning, and the
enemy had pulled back. Lieutenant (later Captain) Walter Macht came up with re-
inforcements during the fight and pitched in to stop one of the series of counter-
attacks thrown at the open position. By 11 o’clock that night, the Germans gave up all
idea of occupying the second line of pill boxes, gave up the first line again, and withdrew,

For two days the battle-fatigued crew in Sergeant (later Lieutenant) Donald
E. Mason’s Able Company tank held a position under enemy tank fire two miles north
of Aachen. At one time the lone tank was under attack by five advancing Mark Vs. Four
retreated. The other burned. Mason’s tank kept fighting.

When a flank he was defending showed signs of collapsing, Lieutenant Peter
L. Henderson dismounted from his Sherman amid heavy artillery fire and by personal
contact on foot re-organized the position so that it held and then drove the enemy tanks
back. Henderson’s tank knocked out two giant Mark VI tanks during one day of battle
north of Aachen. '

T/5 John E. Smithson, a tank driver from Mayfield, Kentucky, was with the 3rd
Platoon of Able Company as it closed with the enemy just east of Bardenberg. The
leading tank was hit by a bazooka fired from a house. Smithson watched from his tank
as four men jumped out of the burning Sherman — the gunner was trapped, wounded.
Smithson drove his tank out of line of enemy fire and went on foot through enemy
machine gun fire, climbed into the burning tank, slid into the driver’s seat and backed
it out as enemy gunners tried to register hits. The tank was still a-fire as Smithson then
dragged the injured gunner from the turret to safety.

A Nebraska truck driver, Einar Sorensen, was servicing tanks with ammunition and
gasoline when a barrage of shells came whining in, exploding a gas can and throwing
burning gas over the rear of his truck. The truck began to blaze. Sorensen, realizing the
danger of the gasoline-loaded truck to the nearby tanks, jumped into the cab of his
burning truck, started the motor, and drove it some distance away. He then got out
and attacked the fire with an extinguisher, getting the blaze under control before
badly needed ammunition, also in the back of the truck, could be exploded.

There were numerous instances of men who saved a life in those hours packed with
death and injury. Lieutenant Lambert V. Wieser went forward between two burning
tanks with Sergeant Norman Willson and Private Jim A. Pearce to rescue a tanker who
was lying on open ground, bleeding to death. Pfc. Chester Sobkiewicz and Private
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Russel Schober, both knocked out of a tank, carried the wounded tank driver through
a rain of enemy fire to a ditch where they gave him medical attention for two hours
before they could summon medics with a stretcher.

Two stories of action are in the Battalion lore concerned with this period of the
heavy fighting. Both action resulted in the award of Distinguished Service Crosses to
two tank commanders.

The first action occurred on October 10th when Sergeant Earnest L. Kirksey
commanded a lone Baker Company tank against nine enemy tanks at close range. In
15 hot-action minutes, the American gun poured 60 rounds of ammunition into the armor
that was attacking Sergeant Kirksey’s position. The lone Sherman stood off the Nazi
tanks, knocking one of them out, before help arrived to run back the armored thrust.

Two days later, on October 12th, Staff Sergeant (later Lieutenant) Melvin H. Bieber
stood off five German tanks which assaulted his Sherman, also in a lone position. Again
enemy armor was turned back — after three hours of bitter dueling.

On the northern rim of Aachen, the tank platoons smashed ahead with the infantry
town to town— Kerkrade, Merkstein, Alsdorf, Herzogenrath, Bardenburg (here Able
Company was cut off for 24 hours by an enemy counter-attack), Kohlscheid. This push
‘was to link with friendly forces driving up around Aachen from the south. The citadel
city of Aachen itself was encircled and on October 10th the German commander was
given a 24 hour ultimatum to surrender. The ultimatum was ignored. American troops
went in. There followed a week of fierce house to house fighting. None of Verify’s
tanks took part in the interior Aachen battling; it was occupied in keeping the pressure
on the northern rim of the ring and helped to close the “Aachen Gap” to seal off German
supply or escape.

Aachen fell and the American line became a solid front. But while the main defenses
of the Siegfried had been breached, the Germans were determined to stop the advance.
They did. They massed artillery, sowed broad and deep mine fields, maneuvered their
tanks and their tank-killing 88s, put thousands of bazookas into the hands of infantrymen,
and mounted one sharp counter-attack after another. For many weeks the line did not
advance far beyond Alsdorf or Wurselen. The attack was not being pushed at October’s
end. Small pockets of resistance were cleaned up— and then the waiting began while
defensive positions were maintained.

There was good reason for the wa;iting period. Something big was in the wind. On
October 22nd, the man in the line got a hint of it. He found that the 30th Division had
become a part of the new American Ninth Army.

Another hint came from far behind the lines. “You should see the roads,” a Head-
quarters Company driver reported after a trip back to Holland. “More stuff on ’em than
I ever saw before — artillery, tanks, trucks. They’re piling ammo along the roads all the
way back for miles. We're really getting ready to sock the Germans!”
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fn driving the early wedge, the Battalion knocked out three Tiger Royal tanks
(plus two probables), 11 Mark Vs, four Mark IVs, 20 anti-tank guns, a number of
artillery pieces large and small, and uncounted enemy dead or captured.

And this was the cost: 20 men killed; 75 men — including 13 officers —sent to
hospitals where some lost arms, eyes, legs. There were seven men missing in action,
Twenty medium tanks had been lost; one assault gun tank, and one light tank .. ..
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HERE A TOWN, THERE A TOWN

i.

AT the close of October and the opening of November, the tankers became cellar dwellers.
The fields after constant rains became a vast morass: the houses in them were little more
than desolate ruins — but at least many of them had cellars intact, and these were usually
dry. The Germans, being on their home grounds, had all the artillery calculations they
needed to pick off any brick house in the Aachen sector. German gunners were constantly
at work re-arranging the piles of bricks that were such homes. So, in here a town, there
a town, the men learned to live in the deep shelter of the basements where they hoped
an artillery shell would not deposit the upper floors into their laps.

The German basement was found to be clean, usually with whitewashed walls, and
almost always a part of it was buttressed and braced with wooden shoring— each house,
in effect, containing its own personal air raid shelter.
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Alsdorf was one of the towns in which some of the Battalion lived — it contained
the forward command post. In its way, it was typical of the Battalion’s mode of living.

The command tank, a Sherman, was parked in the backyard garden close to the
house. Every so often artillery would come in and throw old beets, carrots and rutebagas
all over the Sherman. The enemy provided other delights of living. He had a carious
self-propelled gun that roved what hills could be found in the dish-like land north
of Aachen. He evidently suspected or knew the command tank was in that certain
backyard, for he made it a regular habit to pay an evening visit, dropping around and
leaving four calling cards night after night. Then he would move on. He never did hit
the tank, although he did damage to the real estate.

It had became customary for advancing American troops in Germany to locate a
house that looked liveable and then, if it was occupied (a surprising number of them
were, although Hitler himself had issued them orders to move), give the German family
perhaps an hour to pack up and get out.

The brick house in Alsdorf was representative of the others because it was fairly
intact. That is, it still resembled a house. Shell fragments had made a sieve of its tile
roof —sections of tile kept dropping off from time to time. The worst damage had been
done by a large shell which had struck the front of first floor, carried away a half-
wall of bricks, and chewed a huge gap into the corner foundation. There wasn’t a window
left with any glass in it: torn curtains fluttered in any breeze that found its way through
the empty frames. But while it was thus a well ventilated place, the house was in
excellent condition compared to many.

There was a kitchen in the back of the first floor, and when things were quiet, the
men cooked up 10-in-1 rations, growing skillful at injecting variety into otherwise
uninspired menues. Sometimes the kitchens in the rear area sent up bread — when they
had it. Then toast was made. Experiments with pancake batter provided flapjacks such
as mother never baked, but were usually eaten anyway. Potatoes (the Germans had
plenty of potatoes) became a staple part of the meals in cellar living.

The skeins of telephone wire without which no operation was complete put one line
into the cellar room directly under the kitchen. Here the Battalion commander had
set up a basement office. It was an almost airless cell, once a large wine closet, with its
one window barricaded with logs and boards, blacking out all light. A gas/lantern (when
it worked) hissed from a wire tied to a water pipe, and this gave the room a hard,
white glare.

For sleeping, mattresses had been hauled down from bedrooms and distributed
through the coal and potato bins.

A cellar was larger and drier than a foxhole, but it was not always safe. At Floes,
a few miles from Alsdorf, the Germans dropped some 500-pound bombs one night.
A house received a direct hit. Eight Service Company men of the Battalion Maintenance
section were living in the basement. All eight were killed.
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ii.
THERE was time, waiting in the cellars of the towns, for talk — to sit around and tell
about last Christmas in England, or the girl back home, or French calvados and stories
like the time the reconnaissance sergeant rode a white farm horse up to a German-
filled hedgerow and got back alive. Coffee was brewed on German stoves or over GI
Coleman burners, and talk was easy and full of memories, rumors, and guesses about
tomorrow.

And there was a lot of discussion, now that there was time for it, arguing about the
comparison between the Sherman and the German tanks. Sometimes, in this town or
that, the talk on this subject by American tankers grew bitter. It was a bitterness produced
by hard experience.

“Why don’t they give us a tank we would have a chance in?” a tanker exclaimed.

This is what he meant — —

He meant he wanted something bigger with which to fight the thidk-skinned big
Tiger Royal tank. He wanted more armor, bigger guns.

It wasn’t much comfort to hear about how such heavier tanks with guns packing
mere punch were beginning to come off the American assembly lines. Most of the men
were sure they would be fighting in their present General Sherman type tanks long after
the first new models reached Europe —if they lived and the war lasted.

The 32-ton General Sherman was not exactly a tin can. The men liked this about
it: it was maneuverable, it was fast. :

“Fine for rat racing when you don’t have much opposition to fight,” said .a tank
commander. “But in the big scraps, you move at a foot soldier’s pace — maybe slower.
We don’t need speed on the battlefield when we’re supporting infantry.”

The Sherman M-4, the basic tank of armored divisions and separate tank battalions
of that time, had two and a half to three inches of armor up front. It came in three
principal models, one mounting a 75-mm gun, the second a 76-mm, and the third a 105-mm
howitzer. This third model was the assault gun used as ordinary artillery.

Of these, the 75 could penetrate about two and half to three inches of armor, and
the 76 could pierce three and half to four inches. i

And what was the Sherman facing?

The basic German tanks encountered were the Mark V Panther and its grbwn—up
brother, the Mark VI Tiger, and its big brother, the Tiger Royal.

The lightest of these was the Panther. It weighed 45 tons, against the Sherman’s 32.
Up front, its crew was protected by four inches of armor set on an angle of 55 degrees —
or the equivalent of nearly six inches of thickness to face the Sherman’s gun with its
maximum penetration of four inches.

Panther tanks mounted “kratfswagen kanone” that were 75-mm, but with a muzzle
velocity so high that it could slam its shell through almost six inches of armor at 1,500
yards. And the Sherman had a maximum of three inches. ..
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The Tiger weigned 57 tons. or nearly twice that of the American medium. It carried
six inches of armor in front, set at an angle making it equivalent of eight inches.
Sherman gunners were lucky if they pierced four inches of rolled steel.

The big Tiger packed an 88-mm gun, a famed tank-killer, capable of driving this
heavier shell through seven inches of armor at 1,000 yards.

And then there was the Tiger Royal to'make even the Tiger seem small. These were
not numerous, but the Germans had them and they were using them. It weighed 75 tons,
had eight inches of armor in the turret and its gun was an 88 which could penetrate seven
inches of armor at 1,500 yards. Small wonder that American tankers soon learned not
to feel safe with but three inches of armor in front of their faces.

Somebody produced a newspaper clipping sent from home in which an Army
ordnance man was quoted on the shocking disparity between the fire power of American
tanks and the Germans’.

“We knew in early 1942, the ordnance officer was quoted, “that the Germans had
developed ‘pak’ guns with enormous muzzle velocity and penetrating power and yet
we did nothing to copy it or prepare our tanks to meet it. Now we can ondy lock the

stable door. We should have given those boys guns able to punch holes into anything the
Germans sent against them ...”

Then somebody else told how a tank general said the Sherman was better than
the German tanks because of speed, maneuverability, and reliability — that they were an
offensive weapon to be used offensively — and that those who considered the American
tank a failure because it was not as big as the German tanks showed a basic misunderstand-
ing of tank warfare.’

. “Better, hell!” said a tank driver. “The only thing we have over the Germans is
that we’ve got more tanks and can build more faster. And that’s a comfortable thought
for a-guy when a Mark VI starts shooting at him, isn’t it?”

“If T were building me a tank,” said a buck sergeant tanker , “I would use Diesel
engines so that there wouldn’t be any high-test gasoline and its fumes to make an
incendiary bomb out of my buggy. I'd get wide tracks—at least two feet wide —to
keep from bogging down all the time whenever I hit soft ground. I’d get six inches or
more of armor where I needed it and angle it so it would do the most good. I'd make
it rolled steel — not cast. The rolled stuff is tongher. And I’d get a high-velocity gun
that would pack plenty of wallop. I hear the 90 mm is okay.”

“That’s the kind of tank we ought to have now,” a voice put in from the corner
of a cellar...

Although there was honest griping and criticism about the inadequacies they saw
in their Shermans, the fighting morale of the men remained magnificent. When the order
came to go back into battle, every one of them would go ahead and do the best he
could with that he had. War reduces itself to that in the end.
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iil.
IN here a town, there a town north of Aachen, men of the 743rd Tank Battalion decided
the war wasn’t going to be over in a week or a month. In static defense positions, there
wasn’t much doing but the routine of filling in time before the next offensive. Artillery

fell on the forward positions and sometimes on the rear areas—but this, too, was a
matter of routine.

This was war — a long war, and there was nothing to do but make the best of it.
There were rests for battle-fatigued crews. Some got back on pass to towns in Holland.
Every one had opportunities to climb on a truck to hot showers. A Special Service team
with a “liberated” French movie projector showed the latest releases from Hollywood
in what had been a beer hall.

On November 9th the first snow fell. The chill of approaching winter was in the
air. Maintenance crews prepared the vehicles for the cold weather ahead. Supply
sergeants began to issue heavy clothing. As usual, they didn’t have very much to
issue. ..

There was time, too, for tank training. Instruction classes were carried on in the
fields near Floes, where Shermans were maneuvered about the slag piles and beet fields
by Battalion clerks who were being trained to take over in a tank should the future need
arise. The new replacements — 102 enlisted men and 16 officers— also took part in this
training. And the light tankers in Dog Company began familiarizing themselves with
the Shermans.

The new replacements talked with veterans and waited in here a town, there a town,
for their first day in combat.

It came on November 16th.
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@ ¢ o ATTACK TO THE ROER

i

THE drive to the Roer River, seven miles east of Alsdorf, was set to start November 8th
but sloppy weather delayed it until the 16th.

At 1 ¢’clock in the morning Colonel Duncan learned that the big attack would begin
that day at 1245 hours. Company commanders were summoned to the Alsdorf cellar
command post. Able Company and the mortar platoon were attached to the 117th
Infantry, Baker Company and the assault gun platoon to the 120th, and Charlie Company
to the 119th. Dog Company was in reserve. i

The hours before H-hour jump off were taken up with the final preparations for
the long anticipated drive. Tanks moved to assembly areas from which they would
move out with the infantry. Heavy artillery and mortar fire rumbled away, blasting at
known and suspected enemy positions. At 11:15, fighter planes bearing the big white
star on the blue circle charged in low over friendly lines, then circled over the sector
like angry hornets looking for trouble.
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These planes were pathfinders. They sought out the selected bomb strike area of
Eschweiler, an assembly and distribution point for German troops. Smoke markers
trailed their white streamers down through a hazy sky. At 11:20 the air became heavy
with the sound of bombers. Again to the veterans on the ground came that old throat-
tightening sensation as men, thinking of St. Lo, wondered if the air corps would find
its mark as it was supposed to.

The air strike went off according to plan, the bombs smashing up Eschweiler. Now
until H-hour, the artillery kept working away, delivering its own brand of heavy punches.
Another H-hour arrived, and the 30th Division troops moved forward.

Charlie Company and the 119th Infantry hit the stiffest resistance. The other
companies found the attack going ahead on schedule like clockwork. Able Company
had raced past slag piles into Mariadorf and the 3rd Platoon of Baker Company was
on its objective at the outskirts of Euchen within three hours after the jump-off. Charlie
Company, on the right flank of the attack, was supposed to clear Wurselen of enemy.

These were short days of fighting now compared to the long days in France. Dusk
settled down shortly after 5 o’clock, and when dusk arrived on November 16th, the
infantry with Charlie Company began digging in only 400 yards from their jump-off point.

Charlie Company lost two tanks and some good men that afternoon. Second
Lieutenant Thomas J. Johnston, leading the 1st Platoon, was knocked out of his tank by
bazooka fire. He got one of his crew out, but the tank blew up before he could extricate
the others. Later he was riding in another tank when this was hit, also by a bazooka.
The lieutenant got out safely, but when he took cover from the incoming mortar and
artillery shells, he realized that his crew was not with him. He had no way of knowing
that these men had taken safe shelter on the other side of the tank, out of his sight. The
young platoon leader returned to the burning Sherman to rescue crew members he thought
were still inside. In this unselfish attempt, he was killed by. machine gun fire.

The attack continued the next day. While the lines were moving ahead, particularly
on Able Company’s front at the left flank, this was no breakthrough. It was hard slugging.
Charlie Company was still finding the going rough at the far edge of Wurselen. Baker
Company took a sharp counter-attack on the nose and moved hardly at all in street-
fighting inside Euchen. Seven enemy tanks made their presence known with direct fire
from a mneighboring town of Linden. No Baker Company tanks were lost in this fighting
but Lieutenant Winthrope Hastings, a platoon leader, was killed in the turret of his tank,
struck by shell fragments.

Charlie Company did get into Wurselen on this second day. During the night, an
estimated nine German companies had withdrawn in the darkness, but before Wurselen
they had strewn many anti-tank and anti-personnel mines to add to the difficulties of
the advance through observed artillery fire.

Hongen was a complete mess — the interiors of its houses strewn all over its narrow
streets. In this setting it amazed the eyes of some to see the debonair figure of a man
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in a frock coat and top hat strolling along and, with deliberate care, he was flicking bits
of the littered town out of his path with a cane. Bits of rooftop, bricks, plaster and wood
and rags were given the attention of this strange character who looked as if he might have
stepped somehow from the pages of Dickens into the middle of a badly shelled town in
the middle of a World War. The man in the top hat and frock coat was mnot out of
Dickens but out of a Baker Company tank — Captain Jean Ubbes.

As through all the previous fighting, the Battalion’s advance command posts set
up to work closely with the three infantry regiments. These three “CPs” were under
the control of Lieutenant Colonel Duncan, Major Philips, and Captain Speers who kept in
close contact with the tanks by radio. The “CPs” were often under heavy shellfire.

"The attack pressed on for the third day. The mortar and assault gun platoons were
keeping up a heavy schedule of firing. The taking of the town of Warden was a good
example of how tanks, infantry and artillery worked together to move the lines a.few
miles ahead in a day’s work. .

The day’s plan was for Able Company to hold while the 3rd Battalion of the 117th
Infantry took the bleak and unimpressive collection of homeés, now brick piles, that was
Warden. Bui the Germans were strongly entrenched in these brick piles and they threw
the attacking doughs back several times. The commanders in the field drew up a new
plan. To take Warden an artillery-infantry-tank attack was planned and offered to the
Infantry Regimental Commander by Colonel Duncan. The plan was accepted.

One infantry company (Company “C,” 1st Infantry Battalion) was to drive in from
the southwest of the town with three tanks led by Lieutenant Joseph Couri. Another
infantry company (Company “F,” 2nd Infantry Battalion) with Lieutenant Joel Matteson,
of Interlaken, New York, leading with his platoon from the town of Hongen. A third
infantry group (Company “A’ of the 1st Battalion) was to move in from Mariadorf with
Lieutenant Jenkins and his three Shermans. The plan called for the doughs to ride the
backs of the tanks with other doughs supporting on foot. Artillery was to put down a
barrage of advance fire on Warden and all suspected gun positions.

That was the plan. It was a neat, compact little plan—but like all battle plans,
it was neat only as it would look on paper. Plans and maps leave out the human element
— the mau. An unfought battle is the only one that seems clear and orderly as it is set
down on a military map. Plans and maps have a way of leaving out the puddles in the
ditches that a man slogs through, the stone wall that saves his life as a mortar shell bursts
near him, and most certainly it leaves out the fear and the hesitancies that snap through
a man’s mind out in the field, and it does not take into account the foolish things he
does — and the brave things.

So the plan was set, a neat little battle. Then it was fought.

Right at the beginning there was a slight hitch. There was trouble in getting
everybody set to jump-off at the same second. The attack was delayed at the last minute.
But the information of this delay did not get through to Lieutenant Matteson in Hongen.

110



He moved out for Warden alone. Sergeant Mason in a tank behind Matteson tried to
inform his platoon leader of the time change but could not raise him on the radio. Rather
than let Matteson proceed alone, Mason followed with his tank section, two other
Shermans commanded by Sergeants William C. Beckett and Edwin D. Goodrich; both
top-rate tank commanders. The four tanks raced for Warden. There were 16 doughs on
the tanks. The artillery support was excellent, smashing up the opposition ahead of them.
Within 30 minutes, the section was on the objective at the town itself. The infantry on
foot moved up and then walked with veteran deliberateness into the town with the
four tanks

By this time, Lieutenant Jenkins’ section with infantry had launched their attack
. and were well inside their section of Warden. Lieutenant Couri’s section also smashed
into the town from its flank. Warden was now penetrated from three sides.

On their way in, Matteson’s platoon knocked out one anti-tank gun firing from the
flank, an enemy artillery observation post complete with observer, overran two anti-tank
guns and put cut of action two self-propelled guns mounting 75 mm weapons. Jenkins
section knocked out at least four enemy machine gun positions. Couri’s tanks could
account for three machine gun nests silenced by a railroad bank. All tanks had opportu-
nities to shoot up enemy infantrymen— and made the most of such opportunities.

And so, by the end of the day, Warden was taken. Nobody in the tanks had gotten
hurt, even though enemy direct fire weapons had tried to shoot them at the last through
buildings — firing armored piercing shells into the houses in an attempt to blast holes
in the structures to expose the tanks behind them to their fire. The infantry, as always,
had iis casualties.

In Warden, as night fell, positions were consolidated. The ambulances went back
and the supply trucks came forward. The Germans had a new town to put under artillery
fire. The artillery came in, salvo after salvo, the final emphatic touch to the taking of
another German town.

ii.

WEEKS of patient planning and re-planning of the attack now launched toward the Roer
River-—weeks in which the closest co-ordination between artillery, infantry, tanks and
air was sought— were showing results, not only before the 30th Division front, but in
the many active sectors now pressing back Germany’s border. In grim, dank November
weather —its cheerless, overcast days marked the mood of the war— Allied pushes were
slowly but steadily forcing a patchwork wehrmacht back through the defenses it was
trying so stubbornly to hold. The Germans made each town a battle point.

Verify, with infantry riding its tanks, moved ahead. Able Company chased the
enemy out of a beaten-up coal town named Kinzweiler. Baker Company lined up its
Shermans and gave direct fire support to Charlie Company which made a quidck, all-out
dash in a blitz attack on Sti. Joris simultaneously with “ A” Company on Kinzweiler. Enemy
mud and mines hampered operations, but did not stop them.
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Some 400 yards outside Kinzweiler, during the attack there the tanks ran into a
minefield. All tanks were held up except Lieutenant Jenkins, the first on the scene, who
went right across the field followed by his platoon without striking a mine. Then the
rest of the tanks tried it, with less luck. Three struck mines and another bogged down
in deep mud. No one was hurt.

The rains came and continued to come. But on November 21st, the attack was
taken up after a one-day respite. From a southerly direction, the attack suddenly shifted
northeast and took the five towns of Lurken, Langweiler, Laurensberg, Obermerz and
Langendorf. The enemy was caught by surprise.

“The battleground off the roads is so muddy that there seems no bottom to it,”
reported a tank commander of the operating conditions under which the drive pressed -
forward. And the rain continued to fall.

The enemy, off-balance on the 21st, stiffened his resistance on the 22nd. Enemy
direct fire was heavy. It came from anti-tank guns, tanks, and self-propelled guns as
Baker, Charlie and Dog Companies worked together. And there was the rain — a constant,
cold drizzle that fogged tank periscopes. “A man just got wet and stayed wet.” .a tanker
sajd. “ At least we don’t have to walk through the stuff like the doughs.”

Five tanks were lost in action on the 22nd, the day before Thanksgiving. Three of
these were light tanks caught by direct fire in a muddy orchard outside the village of
Erberich. One officer, Lieutenant Frank X. McWilliams, and four enlisted men were
killed by the enemy weapon, thought to have been a self-propelled 75 mm gun. An
enemy anti-tank gun stopped Lieutenant Clyde S. Thornell’s new medium tank, killing
his assistant driver. Ten minutes later Lieutenant Clifford H. Disbrow was knocked out
of his Sherman, also a new model, when it ran into some American mines. Both of these
tanks, which were built with more armor than earlier Shermans, burned later when they
were enveloped by direct fire from enemy tanks which appeared from the south.

iii.

THANKSGIVING Day was just another day of warfare for the Battalion — marked by
the traditional turkey dinners wherever it was possible for the cooks to get the “holiday”
meal to the men. Charlie Company was busy until the next day, and Baker Company
was two days late eating their share of the fixin’s. On Thanksgiving Day, one platoon
of Baker Company with a platoon from Charlie Company supported the 120th Infantry’s
attack to overcome the resistance at Lohn, at last taking the town in a one-hour battle.
Able Company attacked Pattern, a town almost at the banks of the Roer River.

The Able Company attack was climaxed by the adventure of Captain Korrison,
Able’s commander, and three new giant specimens of Nazi armor, Panzerjager Panthers,
These “tank hunters” were steel brutes that mounted 88 mm guns.

While elements of Baker Company put down supporting fire at one side of the town,
Able Company’s column barrelled down the road into Pattern from another direction.
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The tanks tore into the place wide open. Captain Korrison was in the lead. He could
hardly believe his eyes when he spotted the sides of a twin pair of Panzerjager Panthers
parked on a side road and apparenily concerned with Baker Company’s diverting fire.
The fast charge almost got by the two enemy tanks—but not quite. Captain Korrison
pulled up short, and in rapid order put shells into the Panzerjagers, knocking both of
them out ai a range of between 50 and 75 yards. The flying column then proceeded
into Pattern.

A third Panzerjager was put out of action a little later in the fighting when it was
spotted trying to hide behind a building. The Shermans took a position less than 100 yards
away, then blasted a hole through the building. Through this hole, the Panzerjager was
knocked out . . .
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WAR IS WAITING

i

MURKY weather continued — and, of course, rain. Ground conditions were so bad by
the day after Thanksgiving, November 24th, that nothing was done but to hold defensive
positions in the wet gloom until November 27th when the weather cleared. The infantry
tried an advance on Altdorf, a small town near the Roer’s west bank but got pinned
down by fierce machine gun fire. Baker Company was prepared to move up, but the tanks
were not called. There was an open area of flat fields for 2,000 yards over which the
tanks would have to move, and this field was receiving direct fire. It was decided to
take the town by night.

The night attack came at 4:30 before dawn. The 1st and 3rd Platoons took part in
this advance —a one-town jump from Pattern to Altdorf. It was a tough move in the
darkness, but it turned the trick. The dangerous open ground was covered without mishap,
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the tanks being led on foot by Baker Company’s commander, Captain Jean M. Ubbes.
As dawn tried to break into the heavy sky, seven enemy tanks were seen leaving Alt-
dorf in a hurry, running east to escape across the Roer. One enemy tank was found
abandoned inside the town.

The objective was secured.
ii.

THE four planes were friendly.

“P-47s,” one of the assault gun platoon said as he watched them sweeping low
overhead. “They’re going to give Jerry a hard time this afternoon.”

“There go their bombs!” another shouted.

It was November 29th, nearing dusk in the late afternoon. And the bombs were
dropping on Langendorf, a small town not far from the position where the assault 'guns
were firing missions. The only trouble was, Langendorf was occupied by American
troops . ..

- When the bombs began dropping, an anti-aircraft unit in a beet field outside the town
sent up a yellow identification signal. The P-47s were still circling. Crewmen in the
assault gun tanks hunted around for their yellow indentification panels and put them out
on their rear decks.

The signals did no good. Down came more bombs, straight on the assault gun
position. When the P-47s flew off, eight men were casualties. One, Corporal Arlis
E. Johnston, died of wounds.

The commanding officer of the 230th Field Artillery Battalion, with which the assault
guns had been working, suggested that the platoon be returned to the rear to re-organize.
That night, the bomb-battered platoon pulled back.

iii.
OFFENSIVE operations halted at the end of November for the 30th Division at the
brink of the Roer River in the flatlands of northern Germany. Defensive positions were
maintained as higher headquarters planned the next phase of battling into the Wehr-
macht’s secondary defenses west of the Rhine.

War became waiting. “War,” as Lord Gort once made an epigram of it, “consists
of short periods of intense fright and long periods of intense boredom.” But soldiers
know