
7. FT McCLELLAN, AL - BASIC INFANTRY TRAINING 

The Basic Infantry Training Program began as we stepped off the train. We were immediately 
informed that we were quarantined to the base for the 13-week period. Our drill sergeant 
began yelling at us to "shape up, pull in that gut, put your heels together, pull your shoulders 
back". Then he gave the order to march us to our hut where he assigned beds. W e were 
ordered to meet at the Mess Hall for supper. 

My first observations at Ft. McClellan were: the red clay mud was 6 inches deep and stuck on 
m y new, shiny boots, the humidity was over 100%, the temperature felt like 125 degrees and 
what were the 6 white pills that each of us had to take at each meal? Everybody swallowed 18 
salt tablets each day with plenty of water. I noticed that everybody sweated the salt out on his 
clothes. W e soon wore salt stiffened clothes in the heat and mud. I was miserable! 

The next day we learned that: There is the right way (to accomplish anything), 
There is the wrong way, and 
There is the A R M Y way, and 
You will do it the A R M Y way! 
Without questions, comments or explanations! 
Because your Sergeant says so! 

Basic Infantry training was very demanding, very violent and very physical. The first activity 
each morning was calisthenics, followed by a march or double-time run back to the company 
area for breakfast. After making our bed, cleaning up the hut and latrine area (the A R M Y 
way) we would hike, run or quick march to one of the many obstacle courses. After running 
through, over, around and under w e might next march to a class far away in the woods, or to a 
theater for a training film or some place else for hand-to-hand combat, followed by rifle or 
bayonet drill. Or we might attend a class on how to clean, aim and fire the M-l rifle, air-
cooled 30-caliber machine gun or the 60-mm mortar. Other days we would attend training 
films on venereal diseases (how to catch one and how they affect the body - more than w e 
wanted to know) or aircraft recognition or the Bad Guys - Germany, Japan and Italy and their 
leaders. The days began before daylight and ran into the night. I was always tired. 

My fellow trainees and I decided that the Army had three main goals for the 13 weeks of 
basic infantry training: 1) to teach us to follow an order without asking questions, 2) to mold 
us into a high state of physical fitness and personal cleanliness and, 3) to weed out those who 
could not or would not conform. Another aspect of basic training was, of course, learning to 
disassemble, clean, assemble and accurately fire basic infantry weapons and, at the same time, 
soak up the knowledge and skills required to stay alive on a battlefield. Considering all the 
training we endured during the 13 weeks, six activities remain burned in m y memory: 

1) The Infiltration Course: This exercise required us to crawl on the red, dry, dusty ground, on 
our elbows and knees, with an M-l rifle cradled in our arms. Our head was covered with a 
heavy steel helmet. A mesh of barbed wire was strung just 30 inches above the ground 
prohibiting us from raising up into the stream of live .30-caliber machine gun bullets passing 
over our bodies, a few inches over the barbed wire. Our orders were to crawl toward the 
machine gun muzzle blast. Dynamite charges exploded around us, throwing dirt and rocks 
into the air, simulating exploding mortar or artillery shells. Once we started crawling there 
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was no turning back; the only way to complete the exercise was to move toward the machine 
guns. Our sergeant yelled at each of us to keep crawling forward. H e encouraged us not to 
panic or try to stand. W h e n we emerged from under the barbed wire, we were covered with 
red dirt and dust. W e had a much greater concern; our rifle was completely covered by mud, 
dirt and dust. Each of us spent hours cleaning every part of our rifle and our other gear. I later 
reflected on what this course would be like if it had rained the night before. Our clothes, body 
and weapon would have been covered red thick mud. 

2) The Tank Attack: I stood on the firing step of a 7-foot deep foxhole, watching a tank race 
toward m e at 35 M P H ; his siren was wailing at full blast. The tank driver was running over a 
line of foxholes occupied by m y fellow trainees. Our instructions were to crouch down in the 
bottom of the foxhole with our head between our knees. W e hunched down as low as possible 
because the tank's tread could drop down a foot or more into the foxhole depending how fast 
it moved over our foxholes. None of us wanted the tread to touch our back or head After the 
tank passed I stood up on the firing step and threw a simulated hand grenade hoping the 
explosion would damage its track. I gulped a mouth full of dust. I was at the same time 
terrified and impressed with the attacking tank and learned to stay away from them. Later, we 
were taught to move close to enemy tanks and destroy them with a newly developed anti-tank 
bazooka rocket. 

3) Baines Gap: We heard stories of this far away land surface feature, near the Fort boundary, 
as soon as we arrived. Our sergeant would tell us "You bunch of deadbeats will never be able 
to make it over Baines Gap". It wasn't a Gap; it was a steep, conical shaped mountain, 
standing alone all by itself, covered with trees. A dirt road had been cut straight up one side, 
over the top and down the other side. 

Each day we marched a bit farther away from the platoon area, Then one day the posted 
training schedule called for an 8-mile march over Baines Gap. The uniform of the day 
included full-field packs, rifles, and full canteens. The day was steamy hot, muggy and dusty 
from our boots kicking up the dry, red dust Finally, straight ahead I could see a small 
mountain. A dirt road ran up the steep hill for about a mile to the top. W e were marching at a 
rapid, forced march pace; the formation was two lines of recruits on the right side of the road. 
I saw men ahead of m e staggering and collapsing to the ground from the heat. The medics ran 
to their aid and dragged them under the trees on either side of the road. 

As my squad hiked up the steep hill the distance between men increased. We tried to increase 
our pace to keep up. I vowed I would not fall out! The lead platoon reached the top and as 
they started down the other side they hurried to "close it up". M y feeling of "I can't make it" 
became stronger. I was burning up from the heat and dust; then I reached the top of the hill. 
Our line of men increased their pace going down the hill to catch up. At the bottom of the hill 
our sergeant ordered us to "Halt", to close up the ranks. Then he ordered us to "About Face". 
The next order was "Forward March" and we started back up the hill. W h e n we staggered into 
the company area the Company Commander congratulated us for not falling out of the 
column. W e fell into bed! It was 7 P M ! 

4) Bivouac: The last exercise before graduation from basic training was a two-week bivouac 
deep in a forest. The schedule for the last day included a full-scale battalion attack with 
artillery support. Live ammunition was fired over our heads as we attacked a position a mile 
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or so ahead. And, of course, it was raining, so before we started we were soaked. Our 
raincoats were strapped over our belt at our backside. The sergeants would not order us to 
cover ourselves with the raincoat because they did not receive the order from their officer. I 
was soaked and getting wetter. 

Because of my size (6' 2") and weight (165 pounds) our sergeant assigned me the Browning 
Automatic Rifle (BAR) which weights 20 pounds. The B A R clip holds 20 rounds that can be 
fired fully automatic as a machine gun. In addition, I carried 8 clips of .30-caliber ammunition 
in a special cartridge belt, which hung from m y shoulders- a full load. As we moved forward 
to attack, 105-mm howitzers fired over our heads. W e could see the rounds and hear their 
whisper as they moved through the air above us. The rounds exploded far ahead of us 10 
yards apart and 20 feet above the ground - air bursts. This was m y first encounter with the 
recently developed proximity fuses. This fuse transmitted radio waves and read their 
reflection to determine distance to the ground or trees. 

The BAR jammed when the second round fired; I could not remove the jammed round. I 
cussed m y luck as I carried the heavy, jammed rifle and a full load of ammunition during the 
entire exercise. I was exhausted, soaked and utterly frustrated. The other troops had the 
excitement of firing their weapons. W e spent hours that night cleaning up our weapons and 
gear. Lesson learned: You could fight in the rain - weather did not matter! 

5) Inspections: Have you heard of Brasso, the magical, smelly, oily liquid that shines brass 
and other metals? The company that makes Brasso must have made a fortune during the war. 
W e spent many hours shining belt buckles, and the Infantry and U S circular insignia.. Each 
time I see a can of Brasso it reminds m e of the countless hours each of us spent cleaning up 
for the next inspection: the barracks, weapons, personal gear, clothing, shoes, physical 
condition, etc. If you did not pass you were subjected to more inspections. What a shock it 
would be later when we went into the line in France and lived in the cold rain, m u d and snow. 
There were no facilities to clean up anything - we lived as moles. However, w e survived 
because of the training w e received at Ft. McClellan. 

6) Obstacle Courses: As noted before we ran through, under, around and over many different 
courses. W h e n w e became proficient on each course, our sergeant pulled a stopwatch out of 
his pocket to measure our progress. It seemed to m e that every day he expected us to finish 
the course faster, the next day he lowered the time again. If you did not finish in the allotted 
time you ran the course again and again. W e were insulted many times to improve our time. 
The pressure increased each day to test our limits. 

On July 10, 1943 US forces invaded Sicily. On September 9 the US invaded Italy. 

Our training battalion was assembled one morning to hear the experiences of an US Army 
Captain who commanded an infantry company during the battles with the Japanese on Attu 
Island, Alaska. H e mentioned many aspects of the basic training, equipment and gear we were 
receiving that would give us a chance to stay alive in combat. The most jarring information 
was that the ordinary Japanese rifle bullet would penetrate the steel helmet we endured for 
protection to our head. Most of m y fellow trainees believed the helmet gave our head full 
protection. 
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I had a steady girl friend waiting for m e in Oakdale; she was a beautiful, tall, red headed 
sophomore. W e promised w e would stay faithful and write each day. Something went wrong 
in a short time after I reported for active duty. Perhaps I was too busy and too tired to write or 
she found a new boy friend. Within two months I received a "Dear John" letter advising m e 
that she couldn't wait for m e to return from the war. So much for m y high school romance. 

Returning to what happened to my high school buddy Dick Bragg - he found a job as a 
laborer in a steel mill south of Pittsburgh, making about $125 a week. In September 1943 the 
Oakdale, P A draft board ordered him to report for active duty. He was assigned to a similar 
Infantry Basic Training Center. 

The final physical exam in the Basic Infantry Training Program required each of us to do 
thirty-three push-ups and eleven squat-jumps, run three hundred yards in forty-five seconds, 
carry a man piggyback seventy-five yards in seventeen seconds, and march four miles in fifty 
minutes. I did not set any records, neither did I fail any exams; I ranked myself somewhere in 
the middle for physical stamina, knowledge and skill. 

Some men failed to complete the 13-week program. They were transferred into other units for 
remedial training, thus missing out on the ASTP. Most of us survived and at the end of 
September 1943 we were split up and assigned to various universities and colleges around the 
country. I boarded a train and traveled east to the "West Point of the South" -The Citadel, 
Charleston, SC. 

8. THE CITADEL, CHARLESTON, SC - ASTP 

Upon reporting at The Citadel I was assigned to a 2-man room in Murray Barracks. It was one 
of four barracks which looked like white Moorish castles or forts built by the French Foreign 
Legion soldiers in the Sahara desert - or at least what Hollywood showed m e as a 10-year old. 
The only entrance to Murray Barracks was guarded 24 hours a day. Orientation classes started 
immediately. Bugle calls played for all formations. Classes started on October 11,1943. The 
rigid military program of The Citadel, overlaid by U S Army discipline scheduled almost 
every minute of the day. (A picture of m y roommate and me, taken in November 1943, is 
included in the snapshots and documents and section). 

The day started with a wake up bugle call at 6:00 AM followed by the first formation (roll 
call) at 6:15 A M . W e marched in formation to the mess hall and ate breakfast at 6:30 A M . 
After returning to our room to get our books, classes began at 7:30 A M and continued until 
11:45 A M . W e then marched together to the cafeteria. After the noon meal I went to mail call 
and then waited for the bugle call to assemble for our 1:00 P M class. W e were in class until 
5:30 P M , then marched to our barracks, dropped our books, and marched to supper at 6:00 
PM. After eating we returned to our 2-man rooms for a mandatory study period from 7:00 -
10:00 PM. Lights were turned out at 10:30 PM. Frank Hancock remembers "The pace is 
furious, the courses are accelerated and we carry a heavy schedule". 

I compared this rigorous and restrictive life with the training just completed at Ft. McClellan -
definitely an improvement. At the Citadel we dressed in clean, starched uniforms and lived in 
a small, quiet 2-man room with a clean, dry bed. W e ate three hot meals a day. Perhaps the 
most important aspect was the opportunity to obtain a free, quality education. There was no 
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comparison with the mud, dirt, fatigue, sleeplessness, foxholes and slit trenches of the 
bivouac - or the foxholes that other American infantrymen were living in around the world. I 
counted m y blessings. 

Every Saturday morning we stood for a white glove inspection of our room - that meant no 
dust - anywhere. At 11:00 A M we assembled for a massed dress parade. If our appearance, 
room inspection and marching ability were satisfactory w e were given liberty from noon 
Saturday until dusk Sunday evening. I spent m y time visiting the sights of the Atlantic Ocean, 
the city, the harbor and several bars. Many Saturday nights I slept in a soft chair in the lobby 
of the grandest hotel in the city, The Francis Marion, just to get away from The Citadel. 

One Saturday afternoon, while walking along King Street, the main street in Charleston, I said 
"Hello" to a young w o m a n who was standing beside a parked automobile. W e talked a bit and 
exchanged telephone numbers. About a week later, Joyce Sheley phoned m e to invite m e to 
her parent's home for Sunday dinner. I gladly accepted the invitation. I rode a bus to the 
nearest stop and walked about a mile or so to their home. W e had a very enjoyable evening. 

After thanking them, I walked to the bus stop. No buses came by. As darkness closed in I 
began to "Thumb" a ride. A car stopped and I ran to get in. The door opened and a voice said, 
"Jump in the back". I found myself in a car with four young, black guys - two in the front and 
two in the back -1 sat between the two in the back seat. This was m y first close contact with 
black civilians in the "Deep South". There wasn't much room for the three of us. As the 
driver started to drive toward Charleston, the guy on m y left asked, "You in the Army"? I was 
wearing m y uniform so I said, "Yes". H e said, " I was in the Army but they kicked m e out". I 
said "That's too bad; why did they kick you out"? He said, "Because I had four kinds of 
Venereal Disease". I started to suck in at every body orifice to give him as much room as 
possible. I couldn't name four types and asked, What were they"? H e named gonorrhea, 
syphilis, blue balls and another, unknown to me. I wondered if he was presently infected. The 
Army lectures and movies on venereal diseases had deeply scared me. I did not know what to 
say so I changed the subject to the A S T P program at The Citadel. That very quickly killed the 
conversation. In a short time I spotted a City Bus and asked to be dropped off at the next bus 
stop. Thinking back on the encounter, they were pleasant young men, and gave m e a lift when 
I needed one, but I was scared out of m y wits during the entire drive with them. I caught the 
next bus and was back inside m y room before the evening bed check. 

One afternoon three of us were smoking behind the Chapel. Smoking was not allowed outside 
the buildings, only in your room. W e were having a great time when an old guy in a soldier's 
uniform appeared from around the corner of the building. I noticed his chest full of 
decorations and then his rank. He had four stars! W e jumped to our feet, trying to stub out the 
cigarettes and salute him. He returned our salute and quietly reminded us that no smoking was 
permitted on these grounds, and for this serious breach of orders we could receive a 
restriction to our barracks. He ordered us to return to our barracks. W e saluted and quickly 
moved out, across the parade field and into our barracks and rooms. I was petrified to be 
caught by a four star general; it was similar to being caught red-handed committing a sin by 
the Almighty. C o m e to think of it, in m y over 20 years of service I never met another four star 
general. Later I learned that General Charles P. Summerall was the Commanding Officer at 
The Citadel and was formerly the Chief of Staff, U S Army Chief of Staff during the period 
1926-1930. Nothing ever came of our breach of orders. I never smoked outside again. 
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During that first semester all A S T P students took courses in Analytical Geometry, Physics, 
Chemistry, English, History, Geography and Military Science. The course of study jammed 
two semesters of work, ordinarily covered over a period of nine months, into three months. 
The courses met five full days each week. M y grades weren't the greatest, 4 B's and 3 C's. W e 
were told that 2 5 % of the students had quit or failed in the initial semester. 

The first semester of ASTP courses concluded just before Christmas 1943 and those students 
who successfully completed the courses were granted a seven-day furlough for the holidays. 
This was m y first trip home since being inducted. I traveled by train to Pittsburgh where m y 
parents met m e at the station. I don't remember much of what w e said to each other. I walked 
around Oakdale and Pittsburgh in m y new starched khaki uniform with the blue infantry 
piping on m y cap, indicating I was trained as an infantryman. O n m y left shoulder I had 
proudly sewed on the orange and blue octagon shaped emblem, the insignia of the ASTP. It 
depicted the lamp of knowledge crossed with the sword of valor - an allusion to our mental 
and physical capabilities. Neither civilians nor military personnel knew which military unit 
the A S T P patch signified. Others said that A S T P meant "All Safe Till Peace". 

On December 24, 1943 General Eisenhower was appointed Supreme Commander, Allied 
Expeditionary Forces. He would lead the Allied forces in Europe. 

Classes started again when we returned on January 2, 1944. In mid-January rumors began 
floating around that the A S T P program was to be disbanded and all students returned to 
combat arms units. A n inch of snow fell on the ground. W e marched to class and the mess 
hall in the slush. O n February 18 we were officially informed that the program would be 
reduced or terminated and the number of students cut from 145,000 to 35,000 by April 1. The 
W a r Planners in Washington, D C had simply concluded that after the Allies invaded Europe 
the war would be over in a year; infantrymen were needed, not engineers. Furthermore, we 
were informed that all of us would be assigned to the 100th Infantry Division at Fort Bragg, 
NC. 

In mid-March 1944 we prepared to march through the main gate to waiting trains. We packed 
our duffel bags the night before our departure. The next morning w e stacked our bags and 
marched to an early breakfast. Then we cleaned our rooms and assembled in the Murray 
Barracks quadrangle. As w e marched out of the gate and into the street I heard a distant drum 
beat. A bright sun was just rising behind the tall palm trees as our column of former students 
turned toward the main gate. 

Across the parade ground we could see The Citadel Band, facing the gate and playing 
marching music. Then I noticed The Citadel Cadets, standing in a single line on each side of 
the street, evenly spaced all the way down the street, around the corner, all the way out to the 
gate. Each Cadet stood at "Present Arms", giving us a rifle salute, with their rifle barrel 
almost touching their nose. I again thought of the accelerated classes, the rigid master 
schedule and the military discipline that w e endured at The Citadel. W e were silent; our boots 
making a marching beat as we passed by the stony-faced solemn Cadets. They knew we were 
shipping out for advanced Infantry training and eventually to the battlefields. This tribute was 
our passage. W e marched through the main gate and quietly passed through the streets of 
Charleston to the waiting train. Frank Hancock writes " W e grieve for the end of the dream 
and wonder what happens next". 
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Many years later I returned to Charleston, SC to visit The Citadel. The area around the Parade 
Ground was filled with new buildings; one was a new museum. It contained mostly the 
memorabilia of General Mark Clark who commanded the U S Fifth Army in Italy and later 
was appointed the President of The Citadel. I could feel his personal ego seeping through the 
exhibits. Some items identified Cadets who participated in various wars and those who were 
killed. I found no mention of the U S Army soldiers who attended as A S T P students in 1943-
1944. Much later, in 2001, Frank Hancock wrote m e that a new exhibit honored the A S T P 
student soldiers. 

9. FORT BRAGG, NC - ADVANCED INFANTRY TRAINING - MARCH 1944 

The 100th Infantry Division arrived at Ft. Bragg, near Fayetteville, NC in mid-January 1944. 
These soldiers had just completed a two-month, large-scale field training exercise in the 
Tennessee Maneuver Area in the Cumberland Mountains. From late-January to mid-March 
1944 almost all of the men in the lower ranks of the 100th were shipped overseas, as infantry 
replacements, to combat units in Italy or N e w Guinea. 

At this point in my story the reader may be interested in going to the Internet web site of the 
100th Infantry Division. The web site presents a review of a) the history of the 100th Infantry 
Division, b) pictures of the 6-months supplemental training given to us before we debarked 
for overseas duty, and c) the organization of units, structure and weapons assigned to a typical 
W W I I Infantry Division - 90 were active in the European and Pacific Theaters. 

Access the Internet and go to the Division's Web site at: www. 100thww2.org/. (w/o the last 
period). After the web site home page appears, scroll down to the twenty-five web page menu 
buttons. Click your left mouse button on the "Pre-deployment Training" menu button (center 
of the top row). The narrative on the first page, only three paragraphs long, presents a short 
history of the U S Army Infantry beginning in the late summer of 1939 and ending on 
November 15,1942 when the 100th Infantry Division was activated and became a part of the 
U S Army combat force. 

At the bottom left of the page, click on "Next". The three following pages present narrative 
and photographs of basic individual training, advanced unit training, and division or corps 
sized unit maneuver training during the 1942-1943 period. The next web page shows 
photographs of the division's arrival at Fort Bragg in mid-January 1944. The following web 
page shows the arrival of A S T P personnel in mid-March 1944. The narrative on the next three 
web pages describes (with photographs) our 6-month supplemental training period, rumors 
about the division's role in the war, and our deployment overseas. Finally, scroll down below 
the picture of the ships sailing into the night; and at the bottom left, click "Home" to return to 
the first page of the lOOth's web site. 

The reader can access additional information on the organization of units, structure and 
weapons in the 100th Infantry Division by clicking the left mouse button on the "The 
Division" menu button (top of the second row). The narrative on the first page explains how 
to access the unit of interest. M y assignment was, eventually, the Heavy Machine Gun First 
Gunner in the 2nd Squad, 1st Platoon, Company H, 2nd Battalion, 397th Infantry Regiment. 
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O n March 18, 19441 was in one of the first contingents of former ASTPers to join the 100th 
Infantry Division. Many others would join during the next two months. Troops from colleges, 
universities and various army and air corps training programs, from aviation cadets, and 
navigators to quartermaster supply clerks, and other non-infantry units arrived each day for 
advanced infantry unit training. It soon became apparent that many lacked training in the 
basic infantry subjects and were in poor physical condition. As each group of these 
inexperienced troops arrived they were spread across the 27 rifle companies, 9 heavy 
weapons (machine guns and mortar) companies, 3 combat engineer companies and the 3 field 
artillery battalions. 

I do not understand why or how men were selected for various assignments; we may have had 
a choice of rifle, machine gun or mortar or the company officers and Non-Commissioned 
Officer (NCO) may have selected us depending on our records. Perhaps because I was taller 
and heavier than the average GI, who was 5' 8" and 165 pounds, I was assigned to a Heavy 
Weapons Company in the 397th Infantry Regiment.Those of us who were assigned to the 
397th climbed into trucks and were taken to the headquarters office (HQ). After another 
check of our records we were trucked to the Company H orderly room. Four of us were 
ordered to jump off the truck and report to the orderly room. There we met the Company 
Clerk, who called out for First Sergeant Willie Jordon. He was a short, stocky, curt speaking 
man, from Wilmington, N C , who showed no patience with us interrupting what he was doing. 
He did, however, comment that Captain Anthony Maiale commanded Company H and the 
Executive Officer was 1 st Lieutenant Vincent Laudone. 

I was the only soldier assigned to the 1 st Platoon and ordered to report to Technical Sergeant 
(T/Sgt.) Raymond Koons in the first barracks. He was the highest-ranking N C O assigned to 
the platoon. I slung m y pack and duffel bag over m y shoulders and walked to the first two-
story wooden building. The sky was gray with rain clouds and cool for mid-March in North 
Carolina. I walked over white sand noticing the long rows of identical barracks and buildings 
stretching for a mile or more. There were a few tall pine trees and small patches of grass. This 
military post was very different from The Citadel or Ft. McClellan. Where had all m y friends 
gone? 

I walked into the barracks and noticed that the two longest outside walls were lined with 
metal beds; a thin mattress was rolled up at the head of most of the beds. A few of the beds 
were made up with sheets and a blanket. Each bed had a shelf behind it, on the wall, with a 
short bar under it for hanging uniforms, a towel and washcloth. A footlocker was located at 
the foot of each bed. N o one was visible. I called out for T/Sgt. Koons. He came out of a 
corner room and introduced himself. He was a tall, thin, quiet, stern man from Anniston, AL. 
I learned later that he lived off Fort Bragg in Fayetteville, N C with his wife and he had served 
for many years in the A L National Guard. He sounded as if he knew everything there was to 
know about the U S Army Infantry and our weapons. 

He called out for Staff Sergeant Warren Bassett, from Slatersville, RI, a machine gun section 
leader. S/Sgt. Bassett, another National Guard soldier, welcomed m e to the 1st Platoon of 
Company H, 397th, "the best machine gun platoon in the 100th Infantry Division". He told 
m e to go to the Supply room and get m y bedding. Then I was to unpack m y gear and wait for 
lunch call. I spent the rest of the first day mostly alone, unpacking m y gear, eating lunch and 
dinner and walking around the company and battalion area. 
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Later that evening, S/Sgt. Bassett assigned m e as Barracks guard for the next day. I was the 
lowest ranked soldier, a Private, in the barracks and that was enough to qualify m e to be 
detailed to guard the barracks. M y duties were to stay in the barracks, so our "gear" did not 
walk off, and, as time allowed, clean the latrine. I had little to do. The majority of the beds 
were not assigned to anybody. A civilian contractor kept the coal fires going so that we had 
hot water and heat when needed. GIs came in, introduced themselves and left. I busied myself 
with shining m y shoes and insignia, and refolding m y clothes and other gear. One of the GIs, 
who had not been available for an overseas assignment because of illness, returned from the 
hospital. H e sat down on his bed and gave m e the scoop about - well, just about everything. A 
few days later he was gone - transferred out of the Division to somewhere. I concluded 
Company H and the 100th Infantry Division were in a transition period. 

The daily routine started the next day with a 5:30 AM wake up call. Five minutes later we 
formed in a platoon formation outside our barracks for the morning roll call. After breakfast, 
w e did housekeeping chores before assembling to march to an open area for thirty minutes of 
calisthenics. Then our company would march back to our barracks to change into the uniform 
and equipment of the day - usually green fatigues and a combat pack containing a raincoat, 
canteen, and an entrenching tool - and then we would march to the woods, fields, ranges or 
nearby buildings. 

During those first days when the company was assembled for training, most platoon and 
squad slots were unfilled. Our officers and sergeants inspected our clothing and equipment. 
Warn items were replaced with new items. W e were issued a rifle, cartridge belt, helmet liner, 
steel helmet, one half of a Pup tent, new shoes and a long list of other personal items. W e 
stood for uncountable inspections, on our person as well as our equipment. If we were not 
marching, parading, or drilling, we were involved in physical training exercises (PT). M e n 
arrived to fill positions and at the same time others were leaving for unknown places. 
Although it seemed that confusion reigned, the company officers and higher ranking N C O s 
were reviewing our 201 records and files (personnel records, prior training and achievements) 
to fill all positions in their company with quality people. Looking back w e new men were 
under close scrutiny, every hour of the day and night. At the same time w e were being graded 
on our physical ability to carry the weapons and become proficient with cleaning, deploying 
and firing the machine gun or the mortar. All squad positions were filled when Sergeant John 
Koval, from Hazelton, P A was assigned to command m y machine gun squad. He was a short, 
tough, quiet man, knowledgeable about machine guns. 

After the daily training was completed we marched back to our barracks, our bed and 
personal footlocker. After a hot shower we dressed in a clean khaki uniform with polished 
boots or clean fatigue clothes and assembled for the evening meal. After the evening meal or 
"chow", w e were free to leave the company area, go to the P X for ice cream, drink a 3.2 beer 
or go a movie. Baseball or volleyball games also usually started each evening. I was surprised 
at the lack of discipline at Ft. Bragg compared to Ft. McClellan and The Citadel. There was 
no bed check but each of us had to be present for the morning roll call or be reported "Absent 
without leave". Being on the A W O L list meant being confined to the stockade. After the 
Saturday morning inspection and the regiment or division parade, we were free to go into 
Fayetteville, N C for a look around or a beer. Some 40,000 soldiers filled the town of 15,000 
civilians. W e called it Honky-tonk, U S A 
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O n April 29, 19441 became 19 years old. Mother sent a birthday card, a cake and cookies. I 
shared the cake with m y new squad and section friends. For a month or so I was the youngest 
GI in the company; then Private (later Corporal) Ben Benner from Springfield, M A was 
assigned to the mortar platoon. He was born in June 1925 and I became second youngest. 

The regiment started a crash physical training program on May 11 to bring all men assigned 
to the division to a high level. The program gradually changed into an infantry weapon 
training program - pistol, rifle, carbine, Browning Automatic Rifle, bazooka, hand grenade, 
rifle grenade, and bayonet. 

One of the final lessons we were taught in the bayonet drill was to take a rifle and bayonet 
away from an enemy soldier with our bare hands. The way this worked was, as the enemy 
soldier thrust the bayonet at your throat (or chest) area, w e were taught to slap or shove the 
bayonet an inch or two to either side of our neck with either hand - fingers held stiffly 
together and pointed straight up. W e then quickly stepped toward him and grabbed the rifle 
barrel near the front sight with our right hand, forcing the rifle barrel up. At almost the same 
moment w e grabbed the rifle stock near the rear sight causing the rifle to pivot up and over 
his shoulder until it slipped out of his hands. Then w e bayoneted him in the lower throat with 
his own bayonet! 

My training partner released the rifle and attached bayonet as soon as I touched it. I stepped in 
too late and the butt of the rifle stock spun up between us and into m y face, hitting just below 
m y right eye. Blood squirted from wound. I dropped to the ground more in shock than pain. I 
imagined the rifle stock had hit m e in the eye. Several sergeants converged on me. A Medic 
cleaned up the broken skin and placed a bandage over the small flowing cut. I was sent back 
to the barracks and the bayonet drill continued. 

Other than blisters on my feet from marching, I experienced only one other injury during this 
training. During a late evening baseball game, the batter hit the baseball straight at me. While 
attempting to catch the ball it hit the extended little finger of m y left hand, partially breaking 
the 2nd joint. After x-rays and a tongue depressor splint, I was sent back to duty. A few days 
later I asked one of the fellows to take several pictures of m e in m y new summer dress 
uniform. In each picture I kept m y left hand hidden behind m y back. (A picture of m e at Fort 
Bragg in July 1944 is included in the snapshots and documents section). Would you believe 
that m y mother wrote asking why I hid m y left hand in all the pictures? W h y are mothers born 
with the ability to notice things like missing hands in pictures! 

The two lowest ranks, private (Pvt.) and private first class (Pfc.) were available for a detail to 
the mess hall kitchen for K P (kitchen police) duty and to barracks guard several times each 
month. Most of us were also assigned to night or day guard duty several times a month. Each 
of us had to memorize the 12 guard duty orders and repeat them exactly -word for word - to 
our N C O s or the Officer of the Guard when ordered. W e were also expected to attend the 
daily training programs. W e were being taught that you could function without sleep! 
W e fired the M-l rifle for score on M a y 30.1 qualified as Marksman, the lowest passing 
score. W e then pulled targets while the other trainees fired their rifle. Other subjects presented 
at other times included firing rifle grenades, reading a map, use of a compass and aircraft 
recognition. To this day I must look into the sky to identify passing aircraft. W e spent more 
time running through, over, around or under more obstacle courses. Several days later we 
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marched to the gas chamber to learn how to quickly cover our faces with our gas mask in a 
gas filled atmosphere. Along with the gas chamber training, the instructors placed a drop of 
the three main types of gas (phosgene, mustard and tear gas) on our arms so that we could 
experience the effect on our skin. I enjoyed the smell of phosgene gas; it smelled like new 
m o w n hay, reminding m e of the long summer days at m y Aunts' farms. 

On June 6, 1944 we were awakened, as usual, at 5:30 AM. A radio announcer reported the 
invasion of Europe was taking place on the beaches of Normandy, France. It was an ordinary 
day of training for us. I thought about those infantrymen on the beach and those who would 
never make it inland. W e would be there soon and be involved in the liberation of Europe. 

Personnel changes continued; new men were assigned, then soon reassigned to various 
positions within the company. The same changes applied to officers. Newly commissioned 
Lieutenants were assigned to Company H platoons, then reassigned to other platoons or 
companies or shipped out overseas. More enlisted men shipped out and other men replaced 
them. Within the 1st Platoon barracks men were constantly moving to another squad. To keep 
the squad personnel intact that meant moving all your gear and clothing to another bed, 
perhaps upstairs. This constant change in squad and platoon personnel finally settled down in 
the July-August period. 

On June 9 all new men in the company took 8 one-hour examinations covering the basic 
infantry subjects that we had studied over the past months. O n June 12 I was officially 
assigned to the 1 st Platoon, 2nd Squad as first gunner. Pvt. O w e n Lindsey, a short, soft 
talking, former A S T P student from Decatur, G A was assigned as m y second gunner. (A 
picture of O w e n Lindsey is included in the snapshots and documents section). Three other 
men filled out the six-man machine gun squad as machine gun ammunition bearers. They 
were Pvt. (later Sergeant) Carl Birkofer, from N e w York City, N Y ; Pvt. (later Pfc.) Lloyd 
Barnhouse, from Painesville, O H ; and Pvt. Nile T. Shope, from Lima, OH. 

Owen and I were issued a 45-caliber pistol, holster, two clips for bullets and a trench knife. 
These were standard weapons for the 1 st and 2nd gunners of a heavy machine gun squad. W e 
later fired the pistol for training. I managed to hit the target a few times. One of the fellows 
remarked that he could kill better by throwing the pistol at the Germans, if he was lucky and 
hit one. 

The training program then moved on to our main weapon, the Model M1917A1 water-cooled, 
Browning Heavy Machine Gun. (A picture of a Heavy Machine Gun Section in training is 
included in the snapshots and documents section). W e attended indoor and outdoor training 
sessions, learning to transport the gun by dissembling it into two parts. As first gunner I 
carried the tripod and cradle assembly that weighed about 53 pounds. The second gunner 
carried the 32-pound gun; it is 38-inches long, with a bulky, heavy water jacketed barrel. 
W h e n filled with seven pints of water or glycol antifreeze it weighed about 40 pounds, and 
was balanced on a shoulder. W e trained with this weapon until we could disassemble and 
reassemble it in the dark. I laughed when we were told to put on a blindfold and disassemble, 
and then assemble, the machine gun. It did not take long for us to figure out why. Other 
training included deployment, aiming, sighting and firing the machine gun. 
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Another important lesson was how to pack a full field pack. Remember - there is a right way, 
a wrong way and the A R M Y way. W e were taught the A R M Y way! Every piece of 
equipment or gear had a specific place. The field pack was designed to contain all your 
personal items (toilet kit, change of underwear, rain gear, trenching tool, eating utensils, 
blanket, tent pole and tent pegs, etc.) and a piece of light weight canvas known as a shelter-
half. T w o men could join their shelter-halves by buttoning a row of buttons into the 
buttonholes in another shelter-half. Then, using the tent poles and pegs they could set up the 
pup tent for sleeping or cover from the rain or sun. If the two men were always the same they 
become known as buddies. In combat the two men usually teamed up to protect each other. 
N o w that our training had reached the point that membership in our squad had become static, 
Sergeant Koval told us to team up as buddies within the squad. Pvt. O w e n Lindsey, m y 
second gunner and I became foxhole buddies. 

Then the heavy-duty training started. In early July, both machine gun platoons and the mortar 
platoon carried their weapons 7 miles in a cross-country exercise, and then set the weapons up 
and fired blank ammunition. Another evening, after recovering from the cross-country 
exercise, we departed the company area at 9 PM, for a 25-mile night hike with full field 
packs, our M-1 rifle, cartridge belt and the 9-pound steel helmet. Giv^ some thought of how 
long it would take you to strengthen your neck muscles to hold a 9-pound load on the top of 
your head! W e cinched the strap of the steel pot tightly under our chin to hold the helmet on 
our heads. (Later, when w e arrived in France, w e tightened the strap over the back rim of the 
helmet. The concussion from an exploding shell could snap your head back and, possibly 
break your neck). The company arrived back at the barracks shortly after 5 A M . W e were 
sore all over, with blisters on our feet. W e were given the next day off to rest up. Every 
platoon marched everywhere; then the speed marches (four miles in one hour) began, 
followed by another 25-mile day hike (think: hot temperature, high humidity - sweat!) and 
later at night another march with full equipment. 

One day in July all troops attended a program to recruit paratroopers from our ranks. I 
volunteered but was turned down because I weighed more than 160 pounds. With the physical 
training w e were experiencing m y weight had increased to 175 pounds, pure muscle. 

In mid-July Owen and I were promoted to Pfc. I had served about 13 months in the Army 
before being promoted. 

Returning to my high school buddy, Dick Bragg - In mid-July mother wrote that he was 
killed in action at St Lo, France. I thought about the conversations we had and the plans we 
made. I concluded that the six months in the A S T P program saved m e from an early trip to 
England and the invasion. Later in 1946, working for the Thomas Funeral H o m e in Oakdale, 
PA, 1 helped bury him in Chartiers Cemetery, Carnegie, PA. 

The inspections continued - more than I could count. Every Saturday morning we stood for an 
individual inspection, a barracks inspection and later would march in a regimental or a 
division parade. If you or your barracks did not pass inspection you and, perhaps all GIs in the 
barracks would be restricted to the company area for the weekend. It did not take long for us 
to learn to "do it the Army way". 
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Our training continued, with more emphasis on the bayonet, the infiltration course, machine 
gun firing tests, squad leadership tests and physical fitness tests. W e participated in field 
exercises with overhead mortar and artillery fire. W e conducted exercises for a daylight 
shuttle movement to an assembly area, a night blackout assembly, a night movement relieving 
a front-line unit and a morning attack. W e were awakened at 5 A M on Sunday, July 23 and 
spent the whole day on the rifle range firing the .30-caliber carbine. In late July we were 
firing live ammunition through the machine gun. 

Early in August persistent rumors indicated that the 100th had received orders to ship 
overseas. From mid-August our training was heavily mixed with preparations for an overseas 
assignment. Were we going to the Pacific or Europe? 

We were given advanced training on loading and firing the bazooka, an anti-tank weapon. 
Special teams in each platoon were given supplementary bazooka training. A n afternoon was 
spent firing rifle grenades from a Springfield rifle. W e were now running platoon sized 
problems with rifle platoons from Company E, F or G. 

On August 15, 1944 allied troops stormed ashore in Southern France and began to move 
north in the Rhone River Valley. 

Later in August we ran an all day tank and infantry attack problem following noisy, dusty 
tanks. A day later we ran a close combat and a village combat course. The following day we 
threw live hand grenades and worked again with the riflemen. Later we attended lectures and 
hands-on training on various types of mines and booby traps. Another afternoon we were 
taught how locate mines in a minefield. W e lay flat on the ground, using our bayonet to gently 
probe the ground as we crawled forward. W h e n we found a mine it was marked for others to 
recover. 

At the end of August 19441 volunteered for the 3-day/2-night, course of prescribed tests and 
examinations to qualify for the Expert Infantryman Badge. Each volunteer took the tests by 
himself- all alone. The physical testing included infiltration, obstacle and bayonet courses 
and qualification with a variety of weapons. The most difficult part for m e was a one-mile 
night map and compass course through swampy ground in the deep, dark woods. Each of us 
had to follow an azimuth course with 5-6 legs and count off the distance of each leg. At the 
end of the course I stopped in the middle of the dark woods and spoke a word. It seemed 
forever before someone spoke, from the dark woods, commenting that I had missed the stake 
by 10 yards. W e were graded on the distance we stopped from the stake that indicated the end 
of the course. Some trainees spent the night in the woods because they had missed the end of 
the course. I passed each test and was one of the few in Company H to receive a Certificate of 
Proficiency and a blue oblong Expert Infantryman Badge with a raised silver musket. I wore 
it above m y left shirt pocket. M y monthly pay was raised $10.1 was proud to have succeeded, 
many failed. 

As September arrived we were being constantly tested for our knowledge and skills. Each 
machine gun squad in the division was given a proficiency test. The four squads in the 1st 
Platoon, Company H, 397th Infantry Regiment made the highest combined score of the 18 
heavy machine gun platoons in the division. All platoon members were rewarded with a 3-day 
pass. Combined with a weekend, I had 5 days to get to Pittsburgh and Oakdale and return. 
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In mid-September I boarded a bus to Fayetteville, N C and caught the next train to 
Washington, DC. It was stuffed with servicemen going somewhere. I found standing room in 
the aisle and caught catnaps while sitting on m y small bag. In Washington I boarded the next 
train to Pittsburgh. It was also filled with servicemen. Pop and mother met m e at the station. 
Pop had extra gasoline ration stamps because of his work at the coal mines and chose to use 
the extra gasoline to pick m e up. (Two family pictures taken in September 1944 are included 
in the snapshots and documents section). Pop commented that I looked and talked like a real 
soldier now. M y khakis were stiff with starch. Blue infantry piping and the 397th Infantry 
Regimental crest decorated m y overseas cap. A bright yellow, white and blue 100th Infantry 
Division patch was sewed on the left shoulder of m y shirt. A Pfc. stripe was sewed on each 
sleeve. O n m y chest I wore m y expert infantryman badge, marksmanship medals and the 
good conduct medal. I felt stronger than ever with new muscles, no fat. M y previous visit 
home was in last January while I was in the A S T P program. At that time I wore new, but 
baggy khaki clothing. The visit was too short and too strained. Each of us knew I was going 
overseas - but which way, east or west? Let's go to war, I am ready! 

Upon returning to Fort Bragg I found the 100th Division was restricted to the base. We wrote 
our last letters, censoring began. All of us worked into the night, preparing for our departure. I 
was detailed to the Regimental Supply Office for a few days to pack equipment and heavy 
weapons for overseas shipment. W e were issued new clothing and ordered to sew new 
patches and stripes on our shirts, coats and overcoats showing the 100th Division insignia and 
our rank. After being issued both overcoats and mosquito netting, we were further confused 
as to where we were going. W e went through inspections every day as the day for our 
departure came closer. 

On September 25, 1944 we formed ranks on our regimental drill field; our equipment and 
gear was piled in a heap at our feet. Each of us was briefed on what railroad car and seat we 
were to occupy. When Company H was called I swung m y pack on m y back, pushed m y left 
arm through the rifle sling and m y right arm through the loop of the 100-pound duffel bag and 
began to stagger forward behind the man in front of me. W e walked for what seemed miles to 
the trains and staggered into the Pullman railroad cars. It was pure chaos trying to find where 
to sit among our gear. W e finally settled in. After six months at Fort Bragg we were on our 
way - somewhere! Rumor had it we were going to a Port of Embarkation in N e w Jersey. The 
rumor seemed validated when, after leaving Fort Bragg, the train turned north. I sat next to a 
window and watched the countryside pass by until darkness. I wondered where I would be 
this time next month. Not many of us slept. 

10. CAMP KILMER - OVERSEAS MOVEMENT 

We arrived at Camp Kilmer, the Port of Embarkation, near New Brunswick, NJ early in the 
morning. The next three days were spent enduring more frantic training as well as physical, 
clothing and equipment inspections. W e received new training on how to safeguard military 
information, how to evacuate a sinking ship and how to climb down the side of the ship on a 
rope mat. The next day we went to a large tank filled with water for instructions on how to 
swim under water covered with burning oil and how to break through the burning oil for a 
breath of air. Another lecture concerned our rights under the Geneva Convention if we should 
be captured. W e were instructed to reveal only our name, rank and Army serial number if we 
became a P O W . 
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To our dismay, much of our clothing and gear was deemed obsolete and unfit for combat. W e 
traded any used clothing in for new. Each of us was issued two wool blankets, a gas mask, a 
mattress cover, and a high neck, long sleeve, brown wool knit sweater. Some of these items 
started a rumor that we were going to make a beach landing in Norway. The mattress cover 
was to be used as body bags for those killed. 

We knew we were not going to the Pacific; could we be heading to Iceland? Then we 
received shots, for typhoid and tetanus and a vaccination for small pox. The formations 
seemed endless and needless. 

Finally, on October 2, with few exceptions, the entire division was given a pass into New 
York City, good until midnight. Can you imagine nearly thirteen thousand soldiers trying to 
catch all kinds of transportation from NJ to N Y C ? W e were not trained or ready for this type 
of combat! 

Owen and I visited the top of the Empire State Building. We tried to get tickets to Radio City 
and the famous Rockettes, but they were sold out. W h e n w e returned at midnight w e were 
quarantined for overseas shipment. All communication with the outside world was terminated 
October 3. 

11. USAT GEORGE WASHINGTON - OCTOBER 5 - 20,1944 

During the afternoon of October 5 the entire division (762 officers, 44 warrant officers, and 
13,189 enlisted men) departed from C a m p Kilmer to waiting trains. W e moved out carrying 
our rifle, wearing a cartridge belt and a steel helmet. A full field pack, including a horseshoe 
blanket, covered by our raincoat, rested on our shoulders. Our duffel bag was loaded on 
trucks to meet us later. The ride on the train ended in Jersey City. W e then boarded trucks, 
which took us to the NJ docks, where w e picked up our duffel bag and staggered a 1 /4-mile to 
a passenger ferry. After a 30-minute ride (we were packed like vertical sardines) across the 
Hudson River to a mid-town Manhattan pier. Then we staggered up a long, steep flight of 
stairs to the dock where our ship waited. W e were exhausted; nobody spoke. 

We lined up on the pier according to numbers chalked on our helmets, dropped our duffel bag 
and waited for our turn to board the ship. A band played marching music while Red Cross 
women volunteers served hot coffee and donuts. W e stood in ranks facing the rusty side of the 
ship and waited. Captain Maiale and Lieutenant Laudone stood off to the side by themselves. 

It was late afternoon when, finally, First Sergeant Willy Jordon called the Company. Each of 
us picked up our duffel bag and staggered into a line in front of an inclined gangplank leading 
to a large door in the side of the ship. Our company clerk called our last name; we answered 

m 

with our first name. First Sergeant Jordon nodded his head to each of us as we started to 
climb up the gangplank. Nobody spoke as we passed through the door and into the ship. 

We carried or dragged our duffel bag down steps and along a hallway into the lower level of 
the ship, following the GI in front of us. W e finally arrived at our bunk. It was a web cloth 
stretched over steel tubing, about 2 feet wide and 6 feet long, eight bunks lined up to the 
ceiling. The space between bunks was about 15 inches. All of our equipment filled our bed -
where were we to sleep? Almost no room was available for our body. 
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Were we under the water line? - You bet! Scary. After a while we sorted things out and found 
places for our equipment, gear and body. Nobody had any trouble sleeping that night; we 
were exhausted Rincker writes he "could have slept on a rock pile". 

I suspect most of the troops on board expected the ship to leave port under the cover of 
darkness. The next morning we remained tied up to the dock. W e were confined to our 
quarters, prohibited from going up on deck. Finally w e felt and heard the engines start and the 
ship moved away from the pier. W e remained confined to our area and did not see the N e w 
York skyline or the Statue of Liberty. Bummer! About mid-morning w e were allowed up on 
the deck but no land was in sight. W e could see the three smaller ships that carried the rest of 
the division. It was October 6,1944 and the Baseball World Series games were to start. Our 
thoughts were not on baseball. 

The reader will find a picture of the USAT George Washington on the division's web site by 
scrolling down to the menu buttons, then clicking on the "Photos" menu button. O n the 
following web page scroll down to the first heading: "Predeployment Training and 
Deployment to France", then click on the star to the left of "The U S A T (US Army Transport) 
George Washington... " 

Information about our ship began to spread among the troops. It was a former German luxury 
liner built in Germany in 1908. She was 721 feet long, with a displacement of 23,788 tons, 
and rode smoother in the water than other smaller ships in the convoy. W e were told that the 
U S Government had confiscated the liner at a U S port at the beginning of W W I and 
converted it into a troop transport. A Merchant Marine crew operated it. 

Note: Information about our convoy (No. UFG-15B) was published in the 100th Infantry 
Division Association News, dated April 2001. "... our convoy consisted of eight troopships 
carrying from 6,341 to 549 men each, for a total of 28,062. Both the 100th Infantry Division 
and the 103rd Infantry Division were being transported. The convey also had a Navy 
refrigerated ship carrying provisions, a British ship, a small aircraft carrier, a destroyer and 
three destroyer escorts". 

Later in the day I was surprised to see 13 ships in the convoy. The next day I counted 26 ships 
including four destroyers and several small (called baby) aircraft carriers. N o planes were 
evident on deck. W e were glad that the U S Navy was there to protect us from German 
submarines. 

To read a more detailed account of life on the ship, go to the web site, scroll down to the 
menu buttons and click on "Anecdotes" in the second row, fifth column. Click on the star to 
the left of "Life Aboard a Troop Transport". In addition to the narrative there are pictures and 
specifications of troop transports, combatant vessels and the destroyer escorts that made up 
our convoy. Scroll down to the end of the "ship list" to continue the narrative. 

I was bored after several days of doing almost nothing but watching the ships on both sides of 
our ship and the large piles of money pass through many hands in the high stakes card and 
dice games. Mealtime was the only excitement for me. Each of us was issued meal tickets, 
which were required to get into the mess area for the two meals each day. The tickets were 
valid for only certain hours each day. All day long lines snaked around the ship. After 
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entering a large, hot, smelly room, the food was dumped into our mess kit. Then came the 
problem of finding a place to stand at the chest-high, two foot wide, ten foot long tables - no 
sitting down here. More space became available as the days went on because many of the 
troops became sick and did not show up to eat. W e picked up Nabs and crackers to eat 
between meals. 

We had boat drills and were assigned a boat station where we were to assemble if the ship 
was attacked or sinking. There weren't enough boats available for everyone; some of us were 
assigned to large life rafts that w e could push overboard, if needed. 

At dusk all lights were blacked out. Many nights I lay down on the open deck looking at the 
stars and tried to sleep. I followed the North Star and other constellations (from m y Boy 
Scout training) but could not figure where w e were headed other than east. 

Each day we had physical exercises - we had to keep in shape. Each day the waves seemed to 
become higher; more of the troops became seasick. The smell of vomit was everywhere 
except topside, out in the fresh salty air. I spent most of m y free time on deck watching the 
sea and munching crackers. Many of us wrote letters to our family. I wondered where they 
would be posted. 

A hurricane hit us the fifth day out. All troops were confined below to their quarters, half of 
the troops on the U S A T George Washington became seasick; the smell of vomit was 
pervasive. W e were told all of the troops on the smaller vessels were sick. At times I was sick 
but never vomited. Nobody could sleep or wanted to eat. W e were ready to storm the decks. 
Late at night I crept up on deck; the wind was blowing water high up and over the decks. The 
high wind and waves pushed our 24,000 tons around like a cork. Some of the waves looked to 
be 50 feet high. I wondered what it was like on the smaller ships. The ship in front of us 
almost capsized, lost control of its rudder, slowed down. W e nearly rammed their stern. The 
troop ship on our left came within five degrees of capsizing and later that night almost 
collided with us. I was on the deck at the time and wondered what else could happen to us. 
W e later learned the ship's Captain, who had 17 years experience, rated this hurricane as the 
worst storm in his career. O n our eighth day at sea the storm was over. 

We were kept pretty well informed of the world news through a mimeographed ship 
newspaper. W e knew the troops in Normandy and Southern France were making good 
headway. Rumors and speculations indicated w e were to be reinforcements for the recent 
Southern France invasion. All of us had private thoughts about going into combat. I wondered 
how difficult it would be and if I would be wounded, killed or taken prisoner. I talked to some 
fellows who were convinced that they would not return. Some of them were correct in their 
prediction. 

We watched the rising sun to guess the direction of the convoy; we were proceeding east. 
Were we to land in England? A noisy British four-engine bomber came from nowhere and 
passed over us just above the ship - about 100 feet above the stack. W e all jumped for cover. 
After the scare had passed we felt more protected. The afternoon of the 12th day the West 
Coast of Africa came over the horizon. W e were far from England. The last baby aircraft 
carrier left us. W e turned north toward the Straits of Gibraltar and east into the Mediterranean 
Sea, then east along the north coast of Africa alive with bright city lights. 
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O n October 18th we received pamphlets relating the history of France and present living 
conditions. Finally, we knew where we were going. O n October 19th in the dark we turned 
north toward Southern France. W e could see land on the horizon. O n the 20th of October a 
pilot boat flying the Free French flag came out to meet us. The pilot came aboard and guided 
the U S A T George Washington and other troop transport ships into the mostly destroyed 
harbor of Marseille, France. W e went in single file, past the rusting hulls of destroyed ships 
and small islands of rock sticking out of the dirty, oily water. Because of its size our ship 
dropped anchor in the harbor while the other smaller ships continued toward the docks. Our 
15-day voyage had come to an end. 

Later, after the war was over I read that the general course of our convoy was southeast for a 
day out of N e w York, then due east to pass about 180 miles south of the Azore Islands, 
continuing on east to 70 miles from the coast of xAfrica at Casablanca. W e then turned north 
past Tangiers and then east through the Strait of Gibraltar, and sailed along the coast of Africa 
to Algiers. There we turned north, passing southeast of the Balearic Islands and then into 
Marseille harbor. 

Axis Sally, an American citizen who gave radio broadcasts for the Germans, welcomed us by 
playing the Virginia Military Institute March in honor of Major General Burress, a V M I 
graduate who commanded the Division. For another account of Axis Sally's welcome go to 
the division's web site, then scroll down to the menu buttons and click on "Anecdotes". Then 
click on the star to the left of "Welcome to France". 

12. LANDING AT MARSEILLE, FR - OCTOBER 21,1944 

Late in the afternoon of October 20th individual units were ordered to disembark 
immediately. I was detailed to stay onboard to help remove our company duffel bags to 
shore. The troops climbed down the side of the ship on rope mats into LCIs (Landing Craft 
Infantry) and were taken to shore. Then they marched 12 miles north, up the side of a 
mountain with 85 pounds of equipment on their backs to the staging area near Septemes, 
arriving in the middle of the night. 

Captain Maiale recalls "the troops all got to shore safely and began a long hike to a camp 
outside the city. The shore was mountainous and they had to hike up a steep three-mile hill. 
W h e n the troops arrived at their little mud flat camp, at 3 A M , they were exhausted and fell 
asleep on the bare ground without unrolling a blanket". Captain Maiale found an 8 inch wide 
board and slept for a couple of hours. 

Back at the ship, Lieutenant Laudone led our company duffel bag detail to the ship's storage 
area. O n our way through the ship, an air raid alert sounded. All lights were extinguished; all 
movement stopped. Bed Check Charley had arrived overhead. W e were told to sit down and 
wait. W e knew we were below the water line; we waited in the dark. A few bombs were 
dropped. I could not help but think, after all the training and effort was it to end in a bomb 
explosion? I sat opposite Lieutenant Laudone and asked him when he expected us to be on the 
line? He guessed less than two weeks. He was right - we moved into the area just behind the 
line during November 2. 
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The German planes were chased off and the "all clear" sounded. W e continued our trek to the 
duffel bag storage area. W e slept on the bags that night and the next morning loaded them 
(seemed like a thousand) into an amphibious truck (called a D U K W - pronounced duck) tied 
up to the side of the ship. W e climbed to the top of the pile in our D U K W for the ride across 
the harbor to the shore and then to the vicinity of Septemes, France. Most French people 
waved to us as we drove through the city and countryside. W e waved back but kept our rifles 
ready. Many of the Frenchmen had weapons on their belts, some had rifles slung over their 
shoulders. I felt uneasy! 

After an hour or so we arrived at the Company area. The troops were pitching their pup tents 
in neat rows by squads, platoons and companies. Our sergeants ordered everybody to line up 
their tents in a straight line across the muddy valley. O w e n and I lined up our tent as ordered. 
That night a very heavy rainstorm caused a flood in the valley and we all fled, in the dark, up 
onto the hillside. I can remember a 6-inch flood of water rushing through our tent, covering 
m y pistol and ammunition. Welcome to France! 

Many of us then remembered a trick we were taught to keep from sitting in the mud when 
there is no dry place. You squat down on your heels; feet flat on the ground and relax. Most 
of us could balance ourselves and relax without getting our clothes or equipment muddy. W e 
also used this position later in the snow and freezing mud in the Vosges Mountains of France. 

During the next week we unloaded our heavy, boxed equipment from the USAT George 
Washington and cleaned the packing grease off our weapons, vehicles and equipment. This 
was not the equipment we had boxed at Fort Bragg; it was all new and in excellent condition. 
W e were given time to go into Marseille, without weapons, to see the sights and bars. I was 
wary of so many civilians carrying pistols and rifles. W e kept our distance. Back at the 
staging area we readied our machine guns and mortars. 

Another memory of life at the staging area will always stay with me. As the 100th Infantry 
Division was the first organization to use the staging area, our engineers dug deep, large 
rectangular holes for several eight-hole, outdoor toilets. For some unknown reason these 
facilities had no walls or roof and were located along a dirt path that local farmers used to 
walk into the small town. The French custom is for the women to go to market each morning 
to buy food for the day. As we sat on the holes doing our business, the young and older 
French women walking by would loudly talk about and point toward our white bottoms and 
laugh at us. Life's little embarrassing moments. 

13. MOTOR MARCH NORTH 

We completed our preparations for combat. On October 30th the 397th Infantry Regiment 
boarded trucks and started toward the Seventh Army front. I set m y machine gun into a 
swivel-turret mounted high above the front right seat of a 2-Vi ton truck. O w e n helped m e 
load a belt of ammunition through the machine gun. Then he and the rest of our squad loaded 
into the rear area of the canvas covered truck and took seats on the wooden benches. They 
dropped their personal gear at their feet. I thought about m y orders: if fired upon, return fire. 
Don't wait for orders. 

35 



The convoy traveled north following the old road close to the east side of the Rhone River. 
Many French people stood by the side of the road and waved to us. Farmers working in their 
fields waved. I waved back, always looking at their hands for weapons. W e were ordered to 
trust nobody. About 90 miles north of Marseille, the convoy approached the town of 
Montelimar. W e came upon the remains of the German Army that tried to escape from the 
Allied invasion on the southern coast of France. The attacking American troops were able to 
move ahead on the east flank of the retreating Germans. Then they set up their artillery and 
fired on the long convey. U S aircraft also dropped bombs. W e drove many miles past burnt 
German vehicles, full of bullet and jagged artillery shrapnel holes. Some dead horses 
remained attached to wagons. Although the road had been bulldozed clear and the debris had 
been pushed to the side, the smell of destruction and death still lingered. I was impressed with 
the destructive power of artillery fire and aircraft bombs. 

The truck convoy stopped for the night in Valence and resumed early the next morning. We 
passed through the outskirts of Lyon and spent Halloween night in Dijon, France. The 
evening of the third day we stopped near St. Helene located about 30 miles southeast of 
Nancy and prepared for a 3-day stay in the nearby woods. W e were about 6 miles from the 
line and could hear the whisper of friendly artillery shells moving over our heads. W e had 
traveled about 360 air miles from Marseille and stopped in the foothills of the Vosges 
Mountains. A cold rain fell every day while we lived in our tents. The weather had been cold, 
dismal, gray and wet. I was stiff from sitting in the elevated seat behind m y machine gun. W e 
were ordered to remove ail division patches and all stripes (denoting rank) from our clothing -
many of us commented on the hours w e had spent sewing the patches and stripes on at Ft. 
Bragg and C a m p Kilmer. N o w officers, N C O s and privates looked all alike to snipers and in 
the event that we were captured our unit could not be identified. 

Rincker recalled that "on November 1 the weather cleared somewhat from the preceding two 
days and w e viewed a pleasant countryside that resembled parts of eastern Pennsylvania, 
northern N e w York and parts of N e w Jersey. There were small farming villages with white 
houses clustered around a church whose steeple was inevitably the highest point in the 
village. In front of the houses were neat piles of barnyard manure. The family's livestock 
were usually housed on the ground floor and the people lived upstairs over their livestock. 
The French people offered some of us bread and wine". 

14. BACCARAT, FR 

On November 4 the 2nd Battalion packed up and moved about 10 miles northeast to Baccarat. 
Have you heard of the world famous crystal from Baccarat? Well, that's where w e stopped 
and prepared to move into the line. The crystal factory was mostly destroyed by the Germans 
when they were kicked out by American troops a few days prior. W e moved into empty 
houses, stored our equipment, and were served a hot meal. W e saw no civilians - where were 
the people who occupied these houses? Without an answer we fell into a long, dry, warm 
sleep. 

Mail from the States finally caught up with us. I received a bunch of letters from home and 
spent time answering them. W e were again cautioned not to write about our location or any 
details of our situation. Our Platoon Leader censored letters with scissors. In a short time we 
began to write to the folks at home in code(s) that only family members understood. 
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