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Dedicated to all the officers and men who served in the 504th Regimental Combat Team in World War II. Their sacrifices will not be forgotten.

As the stars that shall be bright when we are dust,
Moving in marches upon the heavenly plain;
As the stars that are starry in the time of our darkness,
To the end, to the end, they remain.

—Laurence Binyon, For the Fallen (1914)

“Pierce took his wallet out and showed a photo of his daughter. He said, ‘I hope to see them again.’ I said, ‘Sure you will.’ But about a week later he was killed.”

—Pvt. Francis X. Keefe, I Company

“On the Anzio Beachhead the enemy outposts were only two hundred yards from our front line.”

—1st Lt. Earnest H. Brown, D Company

“When I joined the men along the railroad track I had them ‘Fix Bayonets.’ This, because I thought we might have some hand to hand contact.”

—1st Lt. Roy M. Hanna, I Company
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FOREWORD

This new book, Spearhead of the Fifth Army, is about soldiers who spent their days during World War II in combat with the enemy—I was one of them. If the reader is interested in getting the real feel of a combat soldier in war, Spearhead of the Fifth Army is the book to read. After a decade of research the author chose to write about one of the outstanding combat teams of World War II, the 504th Parachute Infantry Regiment [PIR], an integral part of the famed 82nd Airborne Division.

The 3rd Battalion of the 504th jumped into Sicily just before midnight on July 9, 1943 as part of the initial forces to invade Europe. From that day until the end of the war in Europe the 504th accumulated 289 days of front-line combat participating in six major campaigns: Sicily, Naples–Foggia, Anzio, Holland, the Ardennes, and Central Europe.

It was during the Italian Campaign that Gen. Mark W. Clark, commander of the American forces in Italy, singled out the 504th as “one of the outstanding combat teams” under his command. During the Anzio campaign the 504th acquired the name “Devils in Baggy Pants.” A captured German officer had written the following in his diary:

“American parachutists—devils in baggy pants—are less than 100 meters from my outpost, they pop up from nowhere and we never know when or how they will strike next. Seems the black-hearted devils are everywhere.”

This book is about us, the individual soldiers, and our personal experiences as we went about our mission.

Captain (Ret.) Roy M. Hanna
3rd Battalion, 504th Parachute Infantry Regiment





INTRODUCTION

Frank van Lunteren’s new book, Spearhead of the Fifth Army, is about our paratrooper legacy. Vibrant, aggressive, humorous, witty, and with some mischief along the way, this book captures the essence and aura of the American paratrooper. Our veteran paratroopers lived up to the imagination and won glories that many folks simply cannot fathom. These heroes spent their time during World War II in combat, each and every day, facing their enemy in close proximity, with only a weapon in their hand and their fellow paratroopers to their left and right. If the reader is interested in getting the true feel of what life was like for a combat soldier, a 504th Parachute Infantry Regiment 82nd Airborne Division paratrooper, in the complexity and chaos of direct action combat, then Spearhead of the Fifth Army is a must read.

After a decade of research Frank van Lunteren chose to write about the extraordinary exploits of one of our fabled combat teams of World War II, the 504th PIR.

Our airborne leaders and paratroopers today live up to the standards of excellence our forefathers fought for, died for, and won for. We are here today because of the heroic acts the 504th conducted throughout World War II, and specifically on the beaches in Italy.

This book is about the American soldier, the American paratrooper, the hardships, the glories, the teamwork, and the partnership with Italian citizens such as our recent honorary member of the 504th, Antonio Taurelli of Nettuno, an Italian citizen who voluntarily fought alongside F Company, 504th PIR.

Strike Hold! All The Way! Airborne!

Colonel Colin P. Tuley
Devil-6, 38th Colonel of the 504th Parchute Infantry Regiment
(May 28, 2015–present) Commander, 1st Brigade Combat Team,
82nd Airborne Division
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CHAPTER 1

ENTERING A GHOST TOWN

Naples, September 28–October 25, 1943



When the U.S. Fifth Army of Lt. Gen. Mark W. Clark landed at Salerno on September 9, 1943, the German resistance was fierce. Counterattacks nearly drove the U.S. VI Corps into the sea, so the 504th PIR of Col. Reuben H. Tucker III jumped in the evening of September 13 to save the beachhead. At Altavilla the paratroopers successfully counterattacked and Col. Tucker’s exclamation over the radio when surrounded—“Retreat? Hell! Send me my other battalion!”—became legendary. Tucker’s troopers helped to turn the tide and were transferred on September 20 by boat across the Gulf of Salerno to the Sorrento Peninsula. Their regimental motto “Strike Hold” was born.

By late September the 504th Regimental Headquarters was set up in the town of Roccadaspide and received orders from Maj. Gen. Geoffrey Keyes, commander of U.S. II Corps, to send out patrols in the area while the majority rested and refitted.

On September 28 a new regimental executive officer was assigned by Maj. Gen. Matthew B. Ridgway, 82nd Airborne Division commander, to Col. Tucker to replace the earlier wounded Lt. Col. Leslie Freeman. His replacement, Lt. Col. Charles Billingslea, was a familiar face to all. A graduate of the West Point Class of 1936, Billingslea was the senior airborne adviser at Fifth Army Headquarters and had previously been employed at the Parachute School at Fort Benning.

That same day the 504th Regimental Combat Team [RCT] moved out in the early afternoon into the coastal plain south of Naples under the command of British X Corps. Second Lieutenant Chester A. Garrison, the 2nd Battalion Adjutant, wrote: “Went ahead by jeep with Major Cook to pick 2nd Battalion bivouac area. Road crowded with British (mostly) and American transportation. Bridge at Sala over deep chasm had been blown but made passable by a GI span erected by British engineers. Sala well shot up. The bivouac area established at Piazza, close to the foot of the mountain and completely under the cover of a thick orchard of lemon, orange and lime trees.

“The road down the mountain was long and winding and mined. The column was caught in the open by a heavy rain and hail storm at 1500, the first real rain we have seen since we have been overseas. Closed in bivouac by 1630 (hike of eight miles). The medics established themselves in the only liveable rooms (second floor) in a local building. Heavy thunder and lightning storms throughout the night, making everybody wet and miserable as there was no shelter except for blankets. Occasional long range enemy artillery bursts in the vicinity during the afternoon and night, but no casualties. Heard what seemed to be a particularly heavy barrage laid down by the Allied artillery at 2130. Lieutenant Colonel Billingslea now acting regimental executive officer.”1

Staff Sergeant Robert J. Lowe and sergeants Albert B. Clark and Robert A. Lininger of A Company were sent out to the left flank to contact the Rangers. “We went out a mile or so and were unable to find anyone,” recalled Clark. “It was a terribly stormy night and the wind, rain and lightening distorted everything. On our return we had to cross a ditch that had been dry when we went out and on our return we had to wade through water waist deep. We also passed within three feet of a foxhole that two of my men were in, as outposts, and they didn’t even know it. It was a really stormy night and we heard that at Salerno the hospital tent had almost blown over and a lot of damage had been done there.”2

Headquarters and Headquarters Company was following the 2nd and 1st Battalion columns, as recalled by Pvt. David K. Finney who lost his rifle in the same rain storm: “We walked most of the day and were happy not having to hide and sweat out incoming shells and pot shots from snipers. About two hours before dark, we took up positions at Chiunzi Pass. This is a mountainous area with good underbrush and trees for concealment. We dug trenches and made do with any sort of head covering available. Rain clouds were forming overhead and a change of weather was on the way. We feasted on C-rations as it began raining.

[image: ]

“It was raining very hard when darkness came. We had put up our pup tents on the side of a hill. Some tents were flooded quickly and left no place to keep out of the rain. Forget about sleeping, there was little to none on this night. The rain became very heavy with high winds, thunder and lightning. Some of the bank washed away—my tent and rifle went with this slide. I did save my back pack. I could hear men yelling and cursing at anything and everything as they tried finding their belongings. The rain stopped falling before dawn.

“We moved out at daybreak after having breakfast (K-rations) and hot coffee (out of the C-ration package). The sun came out very bright. The warmth soothing to all of us. As the sun got higher in the sky, it became warmer and the clothes we were wearing became dry. What a wonderful feeling.”3

One evening the paratroopers could see a glow in the sky and wondered what it might be. A huge bonfire? A star? The following day they noticed smoke billowing up from a high hill in the east and realized it was the volcano Vesuvius. For several nights in a row the glowing could be seen at night. The sight impressed 19-year-old Pvt. Francis X. Keefe of I Company: “Looking out from Chiunzi Pass everything was blacked out and the only light we could see was Mount Vesuvius glowing in the dark. It was a beautiful sight—you could imagine yourself a couple of hundred years back. I can still see the sight now: a light in a surrounding dark for miles. The only other fire we could see was the coal factory that the Germans had put on fire near Castellammare to the west.”4

War correspondent Reynolds Packard, writing for the United Press, visited a number of G Company troopers on September 29: “American troops on this front have become cliff-dwellers, setting themselves up in a neat hillside cave colony known as ‘Shrapnel Row.’ The caves, dug into the sides of the cliff-like hills on the road from Salerno, are in three layers, one above the other, and the whole setup suggests a tenement district back home.

“‘If you get off my face I’ll be glad to show you the place,’ shouted Private Daniel Quinn, Brooklyn, New York, today as I scrambled into his cave when a German shell crashed nearby. We untangled and then Quinn showed me around his ‘apartment’. The hole through which I crashed was both a window and door and from there the dugout turned at right angles deep enough for the two of us to sit up and share some C-rations while the shells continued to crunch, crash and spatter outside. ‘We call this place “Shrapnel Row” because the enemy never lets up shelling and mortaring us,’ Quinn said. ‘Not that we care, now that we made these dugouts which are something new in the way of foxholes.’ He had fixed up his earthen cubicle so that the interior looked almost like an attic bedroom. The dirt walls were covered with pictures taken from old Italian calendars, a mirror and a wooden shelf. He had a bed in a corner, made of hay covered with blankets. An ammunition box served as a table in another corner. The name ‘Huron’ was printed with stones above the combination door-window.

“When the shelling quieted down, Quinn introduced me to neighbors who stuck their heads out of their dugouts. They were from all parts of the United States, including: Sergeant William Rozas, Bethlehem, Pennsylvania; Private Stanley Majestic, 27 Clifton Park Place, Pittsburgh; Private Clarence Heatwole of Akron, Ohio; Private Willmer Gale, Washington and Private Charles Green, Benning Station, Washington D.C. The neighbors and my host were covered with dust from constant diving into the caves as they received signals telling them that shells were coming. The burst of the smoke and flame from the enemy guns could be seen through powerful observation glasses focused on enemy batteries aiming at this point.

“The signal ‘Here they come again!’ would be yelled by Lieutenant Frank Payne, Charleston, West Virginia.”5 Payne told Packard: “After we see a puff of flame and smoke through the telescope it takes five or six seconds for the shell to arrive. We aren’t always sure it is coming our way but as a rule we guess correctly.”6

Although the veteran paratroopers were able to calculate the speed of the German shelling, it was vital that any spotted enemy guns were quickly reported. This required a presence of telephone wires, also during the advance toward Naples. Private Louis C. Marino of the 2nd Platoon in A Company received the order to lay a field telephone wire over the last mountain before moving into Naples: “They gave me a roll of communications wire and told me to carry it over the mountain and bring it with us. And boy, that was really a job. Trying to carry all the rest of my equipment and pushing that damn row of wire over the top. We got over the top of the mountain and the next day I said, ‘What do you want me to do with that roll of wire?’ The guy said, ‘Well, just leave it there.’ I could have shot him.”7

Below the mountain 1st Lt. Roy M. Hanna with his 3rd Battalion Machine Gun Platoon “met a column of our armored tanks headed toward Naples. We jumped on top of the tanks and rode into [the suburbs of] Naples. The streets were lined with waving and shouting Italian civilians. We jumped off the tanks and allowed the women to hug us.”8

Private First Class Earl S. Oldfather of G Company recalled that at 1800 hours on September 30 his platoon leader, 1st Lt. Francis W. Deignan, called the platoon together: “We are moving to Naples and [will] live inside—we’ll have the north section of the city—see that it is policed up. The 505th and 325th will be in other parts of Naples. There will be certain regulations—proper uniform—military courtesy—stay out of civilian homes. There will be a price regulation list—pay no more. It all sounds swell.”9

To 21-year-old Pvt. Marino, Naples looked like a ghost town when the 504th RCT entered the city on October 1. Marino did not see any civilians on the streets. Doors and window shutters were closed and there was any eerie silence. Then they spotted great billows of black smoke: “The Germans had set the coal on fire. I was one of the guys that were put on guard duty to guard the coal. It was right at the harbor in Naples. As soon as the people saw that we weren’t going to shoot them they started coming and started to salvage what they could from that coal fire. I could speak some Italian and I could understand them and they could understand me. That made it very nice for me. My folks were both born over there, but I was born in Elkhart, Indiana.

“I acted as an interpreter one night when the sergeant came with a civilian and said, ‘This guy says there is a patrol out here.’ I talked to the guy and he said he was a patrone which meant he owned the house where the sergeant was staying. The sergeant thought he had said patrol, a German patrol. It was just that he was the owner of the house.”10

Another A Company soldier, Pfc. Ervin E. Shaffer, recalled that they bivouacked in the newer part of Pompeii before “we were put in a school building to stay while we were in Naples. After we got in we were assigned to a place to put our gear. I was one of the men that were then ordered out on a patrol and we patrolled the streets in Naples.

“The next morning we were on one of the squares there in the city when daylight came. In the center of the square, they had a fountain. As I walked over towards that fountain someone yelled, ‘Americano!’ And then I heard three or four other people yelling ‘Americano!’ and they came out of the houses.”11

Private First Class Darrell G. Harris of the Regimental Demolition Platoon remembered the entry was made shortly after “we were caught in a drenching downpour. I remember sitting in an olive grove most of the night with the rain pouring off my helmet and poncho. The next morning the skies had cleared, and we began moving into Naples. The Italian people treated us not as their conquerors, but as heroes. They lined the roadway cheering, throwing flowers, and even handing us bottles of wine. We spent a couple of days chasing down snipers in Naples, and then we settled down as occupation troops for a while.”12

The snipers proved to be less dangerous for the 82nd Airborne Division than the various time bombs that had been planted by the Germans before they fled the city. On October 10, at 0830 hours, a German time bomb exploded in the former Italian artillery barracks where B Company of the 307th Airborne Engineer Battalion [AEB] was billeted. Twenty-two non-coms and enlisted men were killed and many more were wounded. Staff Sergeant Ernest W. Parks of D Company recalled of this incident: “Many of our soldiers were in these buildings which were located near the great university in the heart of Naples. The building down the street from our refuge was devastated by one of the two great bombs that exploded at the completion of their set time. Colonel [James M.] Gavin, later to be promoted to major general, arrived in what seemed to be a very short time … He was dressed in a spotless and exquisitely pressed uniform. He entered one of the mostly demolished buildings wherein some of our fellow 82nd Airborne troops were victimized in the terrible wreckage.

“When the sun went down, Colonel Gavin looked like a refugee from an underworld. He proceeded to examine the entire wreckage and inspected every load that was hauled away for bodies of dead soldiers. From that day on, we had greater respect for him, which up to that point seemed impossible.

“Except for the time bombs, our activities in Naples covered the space of approximately two weeks in comparative safety. During this time we occupied ourselves with keeping order among the returning civilians and finding food for them. Our first concern was the starving babies, children and mothers.”13

The airborne engineers of C Company received the unpleasant task of removing the debris and retrieving the (fatal) casualties. Corporal William E. Kero wrote in his diary: “One of the Battalion’s biggest disasters took place this morning at 9 a.m. Just walking around posting the guard when the building B Company was in blew up. The building had TNT stored up in it. About knocked me down, another minute and I would have been under it. Some boys from 36th Engineers got killed, too. Had a job keeping the civilians away. One woman got hysterical and fainted, worked digging up the bodies. Never saw such horrible sights in my life, boys blown to bits. Some of them were saved. Knew a lot of them.”14

It took several days before all the bodies had been removed and were buried. Kero wrote on October 12: “Still digging up bodies. They smell so you can hardly stand it. Wear gas mask when you carry them away. Found TNT in the building where we were.”15

Headquarters and Headquarters Company acquired a large building. “Each squad was assigned to different rooms in the same building, which made it convenient,” recalled Pvt. Finney. “As we normally did, we had roll call, calisthenics and best of all, a hot meal. For now, no more C-rations. It was almost like a wonderful and restful dream. Naples was still considered a combat zone as we continued finding hold-up German snipers. There were occasional air raids, usually at night, plus having to be aware of the many booby-traps left behind as the Germans fled the city. The day after our arrival the Naples Post Office was rocked by a very large explosion. Over all, we felt secure here even with the air raids.

“As we became more familiar with the city of Naples we also learned lots about its people. I can’t recall meeting an Italian that was not gracious and very humble. They all seemed very happy and willing to help in any way they could. If you talked to anyone on the street, passers-by would stop and try getting into the conversation. It was as though everyone knew everyone else. It was a pleasure to be in their company and I believe they had the same feeling about us.

“As we had gotten more familiar with the area and restrictions less strict, I would take long walks into the downtown area. With many of the buildings having been bombed and rubble on many streets and sidewalks, this was still a beautiful city. The streets were not busy with traffic—when there was any it was usually a military vehicle. Lots of foot traffic, bicycles and the ‘Vespa’ or moped. There were women with brooms sweeping the sidewalks and streets …

“As days passed, electrical power and water services were resumed. The 82nd [Airborne Division] patrolled the city, helped prevent food and water shortage riots and watched shops re-open for business. We also continued ‘sweating out’ air raids, booby traps and the mined buildings. While in this area of great history, I took a trip to Pompeii and Mount Vesuvius. Two of the most exciting places that I have always had a desire for to see.”16

First Lieutenant Frank J. Kent of B Company had been wounded in the leg and captured in Sicily. He was placed in a hospital just outside of Naples and discovered the Germans were pulling out, only taking with them wounded Allied airborne and Air Corps officers. Kent managed to steal his hospital charts showing rank and branch of service and was left behind. He was repatriated back to Fort Benning and became an instructor at the Parachute School.17

Satisfied with the use of pathfinders on the jump at Salerno, Maj. Gen. Ridgway had decided to train more men. From each company two or three men were selected to follow pathfinder training in Sicily, under the command of Capt. John “Jack” Norton of the 505th PIR. Captain Frank D. Boyd of the 376th Parachute Field Artillery Battalion [PFAB] recalled that “in October 1943, most of the division was loafing in Naples, enjoying the vino and signorinas. I was on detached service from the 376th to the G-3 section. One day the G-3, Lieutenant Colonel Whitfield Jack, came in and announced that a pathfinder experimental team of 125 men and officers was being formed to return to Sicily to conduct tests to determine if night jumping and night glider landing was feasible. He had two typed pages of questions from [Brigadier] General Gavin to be answered.

“I talked Colonel Jack into letting me go along and take the section’s best typist, Technician 4th Grade [Leonard] Lebenson, to make sure there would be a written report. We were in the last plane that landed at Comiso, where the experiments were to be conducted. Captain Jack Norton, who was in charge of the group, met the plane. I looked at his yellow eyeballs and asked him how he felt. He replied: ‘Frank, I’m sicker than a dog.’ ‘Go look at yourself in a mirror,’ I told him. ‘You have got jaundice.’ (That made him one of thousands in Italy that fall, and two weeks later I joined the undistinguished group.)

“If you have ever had that disease you know how sick it can make you. Jaundice took Captain Norton out of action for the first 10 days of our two weeks of experiments. I appointed myself his deputy and we carried on as best we could.

“The only equipment we had was a British Rebecca/Eureka radar set that sent out a beep for troop carriers to home in on. We made runway lights for night-landing gliders out of Delta lanterns and brought over a pair of riggers from Oran with a sewing machine and a supply of canvas and webbing. They were Technician 4th Grade Shirley and Corporal Danny Bost, a barnstorming batman and wing walker before the war. These riggers made the leg pack for the radar transmitter and the pouches for the lights. Shirley also brought his camera and darkroom equipment and took dozens of pictures, which he developed and printed at night.

“The group performed beautifully. We had been assigned eight C-47s and eight CG-4A gliders and the pilots entered right into the spirits of things. The glider pilots happily smashed up their gliders and we got most of General Gavin’s questions answered. We put on a demonstration for visiting brass at the end of our two weeks, including a mass jump for most of the 456th Parachute Field Artillery Battalion, which was still stationed in Sicily.”18

Although in many books on the 82nd Airborne Division Capt. Norton of the 505th PIR is mentioned as one of the leading pioneers in the American pathfinder teams’ history, authors have overlooked the presence of Capt. Andrew W. Row of the 504th PIR who, like Norton, was also on detached service with the Division G-3 section. Also present was Capt. Roscoe Roy of the 325th Glider Infantry Regiment [GIR], while Capt. William Kirkpatrick represented the 61st Troop Carrier Group [TCG] and Lt. Col. John Smiley the 82nd Airborne Division Artillery.

The first Eureka team that was formed was commanded by Lt. Mike Chester of the 505th PIR with paratroopers from his regiment, while Lt. Bruno J. Rolak of C Company commanded the first light and radar stick. Rolak’s team was composed of other 1st Battalion paratroopers like T/4 Robert W. Lowery: “We were stationed in an apartment building on a hill overlooking the city, doing guard duty for a time. While there I and two others from each company were sent back to Sicily to learn about radar equipment the British had. The idea was to have men flown in before the main force jumped and set up radar sets and have the flying planes home in on the radar beam so all of the planes would come to the same area and not be scattered if the navigators did not do a good job. We stayed a week and made several jumps with the equipment.”19

The large number of soldiers who were wounded by time bombs were taken to the 95th Evacuation Hospital in Naples. So many wounded came in that the paratroopers who were ill had to be transferred to the 3rd Convalescent Hospital just outside of Naples. Most of these paratroopers suffered from malaria or yellow jaundice, now called hepatitis. The diseases spread quickly as the Germans had blown up the water supply installations before they left the city at the end of September.

Sergeant Albert Clark of A Company was one of the paratroopers who became ill in Naples: “One day I was about a mile or so from the barracks and I remember exiting a little shop where I had just purchased a couple of beautiful cameos to send home. I got about a block away and I can’t remember anymore until I was back in the barracks. Since I had done a lot of batching when working in the lumber camps before my military days, I was a pretty good cook. So whenever possible, I was the platoon cook. I was preparing the evening meal, taking the small cans of C-rations and adding whatever a couple of the boys had been able to scrounge, which gave a fairly decent meal, when I got sick.

“The next thing that I knew, I was in the hospital on the hill overlooking Naples. There I was informed that I had yellow jaundice. That was the last time I could eat C-rations. Of course the hospital menu was C-rations that came in gallon cans but it wasn’t much different than the small cans.

“It was found that there were some frozen food warehouses around Pompeii and a lot of it was brought up to the hospital. They had brought frozen peaches and I would get in the chow line, fill my canteen cup, go to the end of the line, eating what I had while working my way up to get a refill. I would do that until I was full. That is about what I lived on for a week or so. They didn’t mind because that was about the best they had for jaundice patients.”20

After a few weeks Clark was admitted to the 3rd Convalescent Hospital on the north side of Naples. He was placed in one of the squad tents set up about 200 yards from the center of the hospital grounds on either side of three makeshift streets. Each tent held four patients and was equipped with blankets and cots to sleep on.

The regimental surgeon, Maj. Ivan J. Roggen, meanwhile received a peculiar assignment from Col. Tucker: “After Salerno, we proceeded to Naples, where there was a significant medical issue that I recall. At around this time, American troops in the Italian theater of operations were experiencing a very high rate of venereal disease. This impacted unit fighting strength and there was significant pressure to fix the problem. Colonel Tucker ordered me to gather the local prostitutes in a central location and conduct periodic examinations to ensure they were free of disease. We found a building and found about twelve prostitutes which were installing in the building for use by 504th troopers. There was no shortage of volunteers from the medical detachment to monitor the prostitutes and conduct the examinations.”21

Neither Capt. Delbert A. Kuehl, the Protestant Chaplain, nor Capt. Edwin J. Kozak, the Catholic Chaplain, were amused by this setup. They complained to Col. Tucker about the involvement of the regiment in the setup of a brothel. Despite their objections the situation did not change as the order had come from Maj. Gen. Ridgway.

Alcohol proved to be another problem in Naples. “Of course some of our guys were pretty wild at times too,” Pfc. Darrell Harris recalled. “One day, a few of us were in a bistro having a beer when one of our group, a guy from Lake Okeechobee, Florida, who was called (naturally) [Pvt. John B.] ‘Gator Raulerson, picked up his Thompson submachine gun and fired several rounds into the ceiling ‘just for the hell of it’.”22

Although the prices for champagne, cognac, and wine doubled and finally tripled in price when shops and cafes opened, alcohol was still easy to come by with. Some ingenious Italians earned money on selling a new and more deadly beverage called “ten minute” cognac. It was in fact nothing less than pure medicinal alcohol, mixed with water and sugar and some real cognac drops. Poured in bottles, labeled with an older date it was sold on the streets within less than an hour from production. Lieutenant Lewis Fern recalled that “we tried to let Chaplain Delbert Kuehl participate in a prop blast ceremony,23 but Kuehl took a bottle of milk out of his pocket. That was the ending of that.”24

The third problem that had be solved in Naples was the common occurrence of looting and riots in the street and the Italian custom of calling upon American soldiers to arbitrate and judge their differences on the street. They did not understand why the Americans could not in most cases capire (understand) what the quarreling was all about.

Despite these problems, the general scene of ruin and starvation on the streets, and the rising number of ill paratroopers, the situation in Naples seemed to progress every week. Water, gas, and electricity—the public utilities—were restored and the harbor was in use once more. The weather and the presence of wine and women made the guard duties light.

At 1000 hours on October 16 a regimental review was held for Maj. Gen. Ridgway and several medals were awarded. That evening Col. Tucker staged a party for his regimental officers to celebrate the occasion and their recent battle achievements. Tucker had made arrangements for the party at The Garden of Oranges, a restaurant high on a hill with a magnificent view over Naples and the bay. Champagne would be served in highball glasses, with bottles on every table.

Second Lieutenant Chester A. Garrison recalled that ”the big social event of our stay in Naples was a regimental officers’ party—not a Prop Blastheld on a perfect evening in The Garden of Oranges restaurant high on a cliff overlooking the curved bay of Naples. In the light of the moon, we could see across the water to Sorrento and Capri and to the east Mount Vesuvius … The extensive patio had a grove of orange trees in large wooden pots.

“The large interior had many windows covered by black curtains to observe blackout rules. A bandstand was on one side of the sizable dance floor and a long head-table on the other. As Italian waiters fussed about, gradually the smaller tables filled up, each having in its center four bottles. I do not recall whether there was a variety, but I do know [1st Lt. Walter S.] Van Poyck, [Lt.] Ed Kline and I drank champagne from high stemmed glasses.

“Drinking and dancing got underway with Italian women as well as American nurses and Red Cross girls. As the party gained momentum, dinner was served. After desert, Colonel Reuben Tucker stood up and tinkled his glass with his knife for attention. He began to review the military accomplishments of the 504 Regiment. He also gesticulated and began to waiver. He was a better combat commander than a social drinker.”25

Also present at the head table were Brig. Gen. James M. Gavin and Maj. Gen. Ridgway. They were attending the party at the personal invitation of Col. Tucker. Although neither general said so in their own memoirs or interviews after the war, the very reason why Col. Tucker was never promoted to assistant division commander when the next probability arose in the summer of 1944 may have been the outcome of this party.

According to Garrison, “Tucker’s review was lengthy and stumbling and increasingly emotional. He then asked everybody to rise so as to drink to the deceased officers of the regiment. After a great refilling of glasses and rasping of chairs, about two hundred people stood up and waited. They waited and waited while Tucker identified individually all the dead.26 Some arms started to descend, but Tucker kept on with teary recitation.

“When Tucker happened to stop for breath, some astute individual called, ‘Toast!’, drank his wine, and, in the tradition of dispensing with a toasting glass by throwing it in a fireplace, threw his glass onto the dancing floor. A cascade of glasses followed. A shattering followed that. I did not note what Gavin and Ridgway did with theirs because of the eruption from the Italian staff trying to stop the sparkling barrage by frantically waving their arms or holding their ears. Replacement glasses were in short supply in a war-torn town. The toast turned out to be even more dramatic than Tucker had planned.”27

The restaurant owner demanded payment for the broken glasses. “Tell him to go jump in the bay. That’s the price you pay for collaborating with the Germans,” Col. Tucker said to his interpreter.28 “Once the dance floor was swept clear of glass,” continues Garrison, “the orchestra blared and dancers filled the space. Since the girls were outnumbered by about three to one, they were kept busy for the evening. Partyers not dancing drank, and the noise mounted. Once there was screaming on the patio, presumably a prostitute was being fought over under a potted orange tree, and the scuffle grew until military police intervened …

“While I was dancing with a Red Cross girl, I noticed a major, with whom I had good relations, crossing the dance floor zombielike and swinging at officers in his way. When he reached me, I greeted him; he glared at me and blinked. Suddenly he made a full swing from behind with his fist directed at my jaw. It did make contact, but the intent was so apparent that I backed away to absorb only a slight bumb. Then, he wandered off in search of another obstacle. At one point that evening, I realized that I was involved in a military party like the Russian officers’ wild gathering described by Tolstoi in War and Peace.”29

The four weeks in Naples were well spent by the officers and enlisted men. There were several parties and reunions, visits to the ancient Roman ruins of the destroyed city of Pompeii, which had been destroyed by the famous eruption of Vesuvius in AD 79, and for officers the opportunity to spend their short leave on the beautiful island of Capri near the Sorrento Peninsula. “I had read and heard a lot about Pompeii in the Biblical days,” recalled Pvt. John B. Isom of A Company. “How it was destroyed by a volcano eruption. I had to see the ruins.” Walking through the ancient Roman city Isom found it surrealistic to be in this scenic area while the war still had not ended. It was for him “one of the most beautiful places I went during the war.”30 Private Herbert C. Lucas of the 3rd Battalion Communications Platoon also “enjoyed our stay in Naples. Lots of time for sightseeing, and I saw my first opera in Naples. I did not have to fight fellow G.I.’s for a seat!”31

But apart from the leisure time, the regimental staff, and Col. Tucker in particular, were making changes in the chain of command, which had been made necessary following the death of Maj. Don B. Dunham, the evacuation of Maj. Robert B. Acheson, Lt. Col. Leslie G. Freeman, and 1st Lt. Forrest Richter in the hospital made the need for field grade and staff officers apparent. To replace Dunham as S-3, Tucker decided to promote Capt. Edward N. Wellems, who had led the 504th Parachute Maintenance Detachment from its inception and had recently been appointed as company commander of the 82nd Parachute Maintenance Company—comprising the attachments of the 504th and 505th PIRs. Captain Albert G. Marin of Service Company received Wellems’ old job.

Little could be arranged without an adjutant, so 1st Lt. William H. Davidson was made acting regimental adjutant. Appointing Davidson as adjutant was less difficult than finding suitable officers to take command of the 3rd Battalion. Colonel Tucker decided on October 4 to promote Capt. Willard E. Harrison, the 30-year-old commanding officer of A Company. Harrison had served as 1st Battalion S-3 officer before he succeeded Maj. William Beall as commanding officer of A Company in January 1943. His company had been the only company in the morning of July 12, apart from a few stray paratroopers, at Tucker’s disposal. Captain Harrison’s recent performance at Altavilla had been exemplary, which made the decision to promote him once again in the footsteps of the late Maj. Beall easier.

Colonel Tucker shifted Capt. Charles W. Duncan, the B Company commander, to A Company as Harrison’s successor. Promoting the A Company executive officer was no option, as 1st Lt. John M. Randles had only assumed that responsibility after 1st Lt. Ned Wall had been killed near Altavilla. This transfer meant also a change in B Company, where 1st Lt. Thomas C. Helgeson of Ripon, Wisconsin, moved up to become the new B Company commander. He chose the 1st Platoon leader—1st Lt. Milton J. Crochet of East Baton Rouge Parish, Louisiana—to be his executive officer.

The new battalion commander for the 3rd Battalion was initially recruited from the regimental staff. The regimental S-3 officer, Maj. Henry B. Frank, had commanded the 3rd Battalion of the 513th PIR and was sent overseas in charge of EGB (replacement battalion) 448—a task that had become obsolete with the reassignment of his 1,000-man-strong replacement detachment. Colonel Tucker notified him in early October that he had been chosen to take command of the 3rd Battalion from the once again hospitalized Maj. Emory S. Adams, Jr., who suffered from a recurrence of malaria.

However, around October 5, an unpleasant surprise awaited Maj. Frank as he arrived at the regimental Command Post [CP] at the Pretura of Naples, not far from Garibaldi Station. He was told that Lt. Col. Leslie G. Freeman would soon be released from the hospital, which altered the initial scheme of assignments on a number of points. Billingslea could not be sent away as he had been assigned to the 504th PIR by Maj. Gen. Ridgway, so Freeman would get his old 3rd Battalion. Major Adams would return too and Col. Tucker had decided to reinstate him in his former S-3 duty.

Greatly disappointed, Maj. Frank could do little less than accept the only command position that Col. Tucker could offer him: regimental S-4 officer. He would supervise the supply line for the regimental combat team once they would be sent into battle. Eager to see some action, Frank could only hope for another combat mission for the 504th PIR. Little did he know that a move up front was imminent.






CHAPTER 2

ACROSS THE MATESE MOUNTAINS

Valle Agricola, Letino, and Gallo, October 26–November 3, 1943



On the morning of October 26 a battalion commanders’ meeting was held at 0900 hours in the regimental CP after a telegram had notified Col. Tucker that the regiment had been attached to VI Corps, as of 0001 hours. Though he could tell his senior officers little of the upcoming operations, Tucker ordered them to prepare their units for future combat at short notice. A move into the mountains north of Naples was evident, although it had to be determined when and where. That same day Pvt. Richard J. Weirick of A Company was killed when a time bomb exploded. Private Robert L. Jones of the 1st Platoon recalled that he and a couple of others witnessed part of Weirick’s body was covered by the debris of the destroyed building they had been in, as they drove by.32

“Stood reveille with complete combat equipment,” wrote Pfc. Earl S. Oldfather of G Company in his diary. “Lieutenant Deignan and Captain Watts looked us over. Told us to be ready to leave at any time … Took a bunch of fellows away who have had experience with mules. Guess we are going to do some more mountain climbing.”33

The next day the regimental CP was closed and reopened at 1500 hours in Alife, a flourishing central town of agricultural production in the Volturno Valley, some 56 miles north of Naples. The remainder of the 504th RCT (less the 376th PFAB and B Battery of the 80th Airborne Anti-Aircraft Battalion [Abn. AA]) closed in at the bivouac area around 1530 hours. Staff Sergeant Ernest W. Parks of D Company remembered the trip “required us to cross the Volturno River without the aid of bridges for they were destroyed during the battles. It was both a slow and dangerous process.”34 Many paratroopers did not enjoy the prospect of further combat just weeks after arriving in Naples. For two weeks in “a large apartment building for living quarters,” Pvt. Leo P. Muri of I Company remembered, his platoon “had some pretty good fun doing our job in Naples. By this time the Jerries had been chased up to the Volturno River and we were again called to go on the chase. We were to operate in the mountains so we left Naples with heavy hearts after enjoying our short stay there and knowing what we were getting into.”35

Not everyone was able to move along out of Naples. Several officers and enlisted men had contracted malaria or jaundice and were left behind in the hospital. One of them was 2nd Lt. Reneau G. Breard of A Company, an acting platoon leader: “When we were alerted to leave Naples in late October 1943, [lieutenants John M.] Randles and [Alexander] Neilson were on 48 hours’ leave on the Isle of Capri. I was sick with jaundice at that time so I turned in to the medics and told the company commander. He sent me to get them. Then I went to the 95th Evacuation Hospital for ten days.”36

Unknown to Col. Tucker and various other senior officers, there were also two stowaways coming along: Pvt. Charles O’Keefe and Cpl. George Pagano of the 803rd Military Police Battalion. O’Keefe had a brother in the 1st Platoon of I Company, Pvt. Francis X. Keefe. (Francis’ correct family name was O’Keefe, but a clerk in New York City had made a mistake on his birth certificate.) Both MPs decided they were coming along “for the heck of it,” as they had never been in combat before. First Lieutenant Willis J. Ferrill, upon learning of their presence, used Pagano as his Italian interpreter.37

That same afternoon Lt. Col. Charles Billingslea, Maj. Emory Adams, Capt. William Addison and Capt. Adam Komosa visited VI Corps headquarters to obtain further details from staff officers regarding the pending operations. They were provided with further details about the advance of VI Corps so far. While the 82nd Airborne Division had been stationed in Naples, VI Corps had proceeded with its advance up north toward Rome. The 108-mile-long Volturno River north of Naples had been crossed on October 12 by the 45th Infantry Division, the British 7th Armoured Division, and the British 56th (London) Infantry Division. The German defense behind the Volturno River—the so-called Volturno Line—had been broken because of these crossings. Generalfeldmarschall [Field Marshal] Albert Kesselring, the German commander in Italy, had therefore ordered his troops to retreat into the mountains.

As far as the staff officers at VI Corps knew, the Germans were using rearguard tactics while skillfully exploiting the mountainous terrain north of the Volturno River to retreat to another defensive position, the Barbara Line. It ran from the west coast of Italy, some 12 miles north of the Volturno Line, to the Trigno River on the Adriatic coast. Successive attacks by the 3rd Infantry Division had meanwhile cleared the hills dominating the Volturno River area where the 504th RCT was supposed to cross. The 34th Infantry Division had also crossed the Volturno River on October 13 and the boundary of VI Corps—comprising the 3rd, 34th, and 36th Infantry divisions, the 504th RCT and the 509th Parachute Infantry Battalion [PIB], and British Eighth Army—lay roughly between Campobasso and Castel San Vincenzo. The British 5th Infantry Division were operating somewhere on the right flank of the 504th. The principal target was the city of Isernia, part of the Molise region.

At 0830 hours on October 28, Col. Tucker and Maj. Adams returned to the regimental CP after a visit to VI Corps. They had been informed that the 504th RCT was attached to the 34th Infantry Division of Maj. Gen. Charles W. Ryder. The 34th “Red Bull” Division, the National Guard Division from Iowa, had previously seen action in the North African Campaign. They then returned to combat following the Salerno landings, meeting the enemy once more along the Calore River on September 28. Soldiers of this division wore a red bull on a black shoulder sleeve patch.

Major Daniel W. Danielson’s 2nd Battalion was selected to lead the regiment to the actual jump-off point for its advance through the rugged mountains: an area near the town of Gallo Matese—otherwise simply known as Gallo. Here in the Matese Mountains, at 2,870ft above sea level, near the town itself, Danielson’s men were to secure an assembly area. Late in the morning, he prepared a reconnaissance of the Ailano–Valle Agricola road leading to Gallo.

Meanwhile a recognition unit, consisting of one officer and twelve enlisted men of the 3rd Battalion, were sent to the 34th Infantry Division for 24 hours to enable soldiers of that division to become acquainted with the uniforms and appearance of American paratroopers. Many of them had never seen the latter before, and this was done to prevent the so-called “friendly fire” incidents between the Allied troops that had occurred on Sicily. Unfortunately it was to happen many more times.

Second Lieutenant Chester A. Garrison, the 2nd Battalion S-1 officer, wrote in the battalion journal: “October 28, 1943. Remained in bivouac with little to do throughout the day. A party returned to Naples to pick up 24 men Regiment reported recently brought in from hospitals; however, only 5 available. The road taken from Naples to Alife passed through Caserta by the mountain near Capua which was the 2nd Battalion objective on one of the proposed jumps for the early part of September. The mountain is much larger and the task considerably more difficult than had been imagined from map reading. Orders for Battalion to move forward tomorrow. Company commander’s meeting.”38

Unknown to Garrison, Capt. Willard E. Harrison (liaison officer to VI Corps) returned that same afternoon with confirmation of the orders. Shortly afterwards, at 1330 hours, Brig. Gen. James Gavin, the assistant divisional commander, paid a short visit to the regimental CP. An hour later Col. Tucker, Maj. Adams and M/Sgt. Jack Furst made a reconnaissance some 5 miles ahead to the town of Raviscannina, northeast of the Alife–Ailano road while the 376th PFAB arrived in the assembly area near Alife. Colonel Tucker issued his Field Order No. 1 in the evening to Maj. Danielson: the advance to Gallo would start at 0200 hours the next day.

On October 29 2nd Lt. Garrison wrote: “Up at 0200, half of battalion moved out by 0300—the remaining half moved out by 0600. Jeep convoy (8) under [1st] Lieutenant [William J.] Sweet went its own way in complete blackout by beat up roads. Drove to Ailano and halted. Major Danielson in charge of Headquarters and D Companies travelled half way by truck, then hiked cross-country—meeting no resistance. They met jeep convoy at 0630 and took a break for breakfast and to await Major [Melvin S.] Blitch with E and F Companies who arrived on the second truck shuttle following the same trail as Major Danielson. No enemy in the town, a few artillery shells came in at 0600, and the civilians warned us against using certain ruined areas. Clear fine day.

“Major Blitch arrived at 0800. The battalion resumed their march up the long twisting road at 0900, with Headquarters Company leading. The company commanders went ahead with Major Danielson to an observation point. Colonel Tucker came up to talk to Major Danielson, while the battalion was at a halt in a covered position on top of a ridge before advancing into a valley thus far unoccupied by American troops. There has been fighting and artillery fire in this area.

“Advanced slowly with E and Headquarters Companies to the left of the road and D and E Companies to the right and sappers from the engineers testing the road for mines. [Lieutenant] Colonel [Wilbur M.] Griffith of the 376 PFA[B] came forward in a jeep for information. The battalion continued to the end of the valley before descending into Valle Agricola. Battalion set up a CP about 400 yards left of road in a stone hut in a terraced draw. Headquarters Company spread out in the same general area, F Company secured hill to the left of Battalion CP, E Company crossed the valley to the front and went in bivouac half way up the mountain slope on the opposite side. D Company set up on the outskirts and sent a platoon as a patrol into the town, stayed there overnight until regiment began moving in.

“There was no trouble whatsoever; the Germans had pulled out a day or so before. The Italians were extremely glad to see the Americans and welcomed them with bouquets, food, wine, etc. They told D Company of an Italian who had been killed in a mined area through which D Company unknowingly had safely passed through. Lieutenant Colonel Billingslea stopped at Battalion CP during the late afternoon to be assured of the safety of moving regimental CP into Valle Agricola. Company commanders meeting at night (1900) with artillery officer present. The battalion has 74 pieces of artillery attached (376th PFA[B] and 13th FA [Brigade]). [Lieutenant] Colonel [Fillmore K.] Mearns, liaison officer from the VI Corps, checked by Battalion CP for information at 2000. Cold windy night—no exact knowledge of what to expect from enemy—possible patrols.”39

Around 0820 hours the following morning Lt. Paul F. Lawson of the 1st Battalion, 135th Infantry Regiment, 34th Infantry Division reported to Col. Tucker and gave the situation of his regiment. Arrangements were made for continuous liaison between the 34th Infantry Division and the 504th RCT. First Lieutenant Calvin A. Campbell was sent to the 34th Infantry Division headquarters to represent the 504th.

The 2nd Battalion was once again leading the advance, this time entirely on foot. The notions of 2nd Lt. Garrison provide a detailed account of the day: “Battalion moved out of bivouac by 0700—Major Danielson leading F Company the long way around the sides of the valley, picking up D Company. The native guides and directions led them considerably out of the way so that they had to backtrack; finally, by deciding for themselves, they were able to reach their destination. Major Blitch led Headquarters Company and CP group around the hill they were on, then straight down into the valley and up the opposite side. Italian boys guided the march along obscure goat trails over a very rocky terrain. Numerous halts were necessary as the slope was so steep—particularly for the mortar men whose loads are so heavy.

[image: ]

“The day grew warm and the weather was very clear.
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