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By Anne Carpenter Eiland
I stood alone, awed by the sight of row after row of simple white crosses spread across the grass-covered field. Each of the 9,386 graves was marked with a pair of miniature French and American flags, all fluttering in the breeze blowing off the English Channel. The sound of the surf gently lapping the sand at the base of the cliff and the distant keening of sea gulls barely intruded on the silence. What a contrast this must be, I thought, to the mist-filled morning of June 6, 1944, when 133,000 American, British, and Canadian troops charged these Normandy beaches.
Turning, I looked down to where a cluster of WWII veterans stood at the water’s edge. What emotions were those survivors of that long ago June 6 feeling?
Among those veterans was my dad. A young man in his thirties when the attack on Pearl Harbor thrust the nation into war, he left a wife and two young children to answer God’s call to serve his country as a chaplain.
Born in Louisiana on March 10, 1906, Alton Earl Carpenter was the third of four children. His father, a scholarly Baptist minister, early on instilled in his son a love of reading and a thirst for knowledge.
“When I was twelve,” he said, “my father died unexpectedly from pneumonia, leaving my mother, who was ill, with no means of support. I managed to finish the fifth grade that year before dropping out of school to work.” My dad was thirteen.
While working as an office boy, he took advantage of the local library, reading every chance he could. “For recreation, I took up boxing,” he explained. “A local ex-professional fighter, who ran a special program for young men, took an interest in me. He helped me to develop the skills needed to win in the community amateur boxing tournaments - skills that I would later put to use during the war with my own boxing team.”
When he was seventeen, my father was drawn to the small print on the Uncle Sam Needs You posters that promised “training in the occupation of your choice.” Not yet eighteen, he borrowed the date of his older brother’s birth and joined the Army.
He was assigned to the Infantry and sent to a camp in Vancouver, Washington. Young, but eager to learn, he found himself taken under the fatherly wings of three veteran sergeants: a Welshman, an Irishman, and a Native American. They helped ease Papoose, as they nicknamed him, into the routine of Army life.
During that first year, he played football on the regimental team, earning himself a spot as kicker on the newly formed All Army Football Team. For the next two years he served as a member of that team, playing both seasons in the National Service Championship tournament held in Washington, DC.
After football season, the team members were assigned other duties. “I was sent to an engineering and communication school designed to train Army officers,” he explained. “My job was to assist one of the instructors.” He took advantage of the available training materials in the school, furthering his own education.
At the end of his three years he left the Army, determined to continue his formal education. For a year he worked and saved the money needed to enter Centenary College in Shreveport, Louisiana, as a “special student.”
“Just as I was entering my second year, the depression caught up with me,” he said. “I was forced to choose between school and eating. I chose to eat.”
Disappointed and bitter, he moved to Baton Rouge, where he lived with his older brother, Leslie, and took a temporary painting job. He said of this low point in his life, “I remember I was sitting in a pew of the Immanuel Baptist church in Baton Rouge - the church where my father had been pastor at the time of his death. For the first time in my life I felt completely defeated. I lashed out at God, saying, ‘I’ve worked so hard and sacrificed so much trying to get an education. God, you’ve let me down!’ Suddenly, it was as if I could hear the Lord speaking to me, telling me that it was time to let Him direct my life.”
My dad left the church with a conviction that God was calling him to religious service. He asked an old friend of his father for help. “He lent me enough money to get started, and with my 25 cents an hour job raking leaves and painting, I was able to attend the Seminary for one year. That was the turning point in my life.”
He was granted “conditional” entrance into the New Orleans Theological Seminary. Although he would be allowed to take the regular curriculum, he could not be granted a degree until he had earned a BA from an accredited college.
It was during his first year that he met my mother, Alice Hamilton, a young English teacher from Mississippi. She was living on the Seminary campus while attending graduate school at Tulane University.
My parents were married before the start of his second year, and my dad spent the next two years attending classes during the week, and preaching on the weekends to support his family. Once he had completed all the required courses for both a Bachelor’s and Master’s degree in theology, he moved the family, which now included a son and daughter, to Baton Rouge in order to enroll in Louisiana State University.
Faced with the lack of a high school diploma, he contacted the principal of LSU’s campus high school. He said of that visit, “The principal agreed to support my entrance into LSU if I would take and pass a two-day exam covering the material that I had missed by not attending high school.” My dad accepted the challenge, passed the test, and went on to earn a BA from LSU while serving as the pastor of two part-time churches.
Then, as promised, the New Orleans Seminary granted him the two previously earned degrees. When offered a teaching fellowship and an opportunity to earn a doctorate in Theology, he moved the family back to New Orleans. Two years later he was awarded his Doctorate of Theology. “It took me ten years,” he said, “but I fulfilled my dream.”
He had barely settled into his first full-time pastorate when the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor. “I was teaching a course on missions when the plea for chaplains came,” he said. “I felt compelled to answer God’s call; so I volunteered.”
My father had the habit of carrying a 9X6 loose-leaf notebook into which he jotted down sermon ideas and outlines as they came to him - dating each entry. It was only natural that he continued that practice after entering the Army. “When I found myself adding comments about the day’s events, I decided to dedicate one notebook to the keeping of a diary,” he explained. Later, when he was designated the Regiment Historian, he found himself recording his reactions and impressions along with the facts.
That notebook was carried, along with his Bible, a Greek New Testament, and pictures of the family in his pack throughout the next three years. “As the war progressed,” he said, “I began to realize that should I be killed, this small book would reach my family and make it possible for them to share some of what my life had been like while away from them. More than that, it provided an outlet for expressing my own emotions - a vent for my frustrations and fears.”
He made entries before battles, in the midst of battles, and afterwards. “I wrote in my tent with the aid of a candle, by the light of dawn in my foxhole, or riding along in my jeep as my driver, Dick Grace, drove. I wrote in ink; I wrote in pencil.” He recorded the joys, the humor, and the tragedies.
After the war, he returned to civilian life and put the notebook away, determined to put all the horror behind him. “I was both physically and emotionally drained,” he explained. “I had seen so much destruction and lost so many dear friends. I knew I would never forget, but I wanted to get back to my family and on with my life.”
For thirty-two years the diary lay hidden among his books, forgotten. While watching a newscast featuring Vietnam War protesters, he thought about the young men he had known during World War II. “I searched out my worn diary and began to read it - to remember.” It was then that he began to share the story of those years with his family and friends.
In June of 1984, I traveled with my parents to France, where we participated in the D-day Plus40 ceremonies being held in Normandy. It was this trip - the D-day events, the traveling with veterans retracing their path across Western Europe, and visiting the American cemeteries along the way - that convinced me my dad’s diary should be shared. It took me another seven years to convince him.
With his marked war-maps and original diary in hand, he and I began transcribing the record of his thirty-three months spent in combat into the form presented in this book. It has been over half a century since this war was fought, and its battles are now a part of history.
This is my father’s story – an account of how he saw the events of battle as they occurred, not necessarily as historians may have later recorded them.

4 June 1942 - 1 November 1942
4 June 1942
It was painful saying goodbye to Alice and the children this morning. Later, as I stood waiting my turn to be sworn in and given my commission, I knew within my heart that I was where God wanted me.
I was immediately told that I would probably be sent to the Chaplain’s School at Harvard University, where the Army is preparing ministers for military service. Meanwhile, I’m to remain here at Harding Field until orders come for my official transfer.
6 June 1942
They were wrong about Harvard. My previous experience with the Army was brought to the attention of the Chief of Chaplains; he immediately assigned me to active duty. I’ve been transferred to Fort McClellan in Anniston, Alabama, where the Army has set up a B.I.R.T.C. or Branch Immaterial Replacement Training Center. This mobilization camp is designed to quickly train new recruits in basic soldering skills. I’ve been assigned to serve as chaplain to the 3rd Regiment, which is made up of young men from northern states.
I had hoped Alice and the children might be able to join me here, but it looks as if that’s not feasible since this encampment appears to be temporary. I’ll have to call her tonight and tell her to hold off moving until things are more settled.
18 June 1942
I’ve been here two weeks now - weeks punctuated with heartbreaking encounters. Having to make the transition from peaceful civilian to hardened soldier - expected to kill upon command - is traumatic for many of these young men.
Just this morning I spent time with one young volunteer who appeared to be at his breaking point. My heart went out to him as he shared his story, tears streaming down his face.
“I’m a professional artist,” he said, “not a fighter. I joined the army only so I could be near my girl friend. She’s a nurse. When she volunteered for service, she begged me to join, too. Then after I enlisted, she suddenly refused to have anything to do with me because she was an officer and I was only a private. I was heartbroken.”
I could tell there was more; I encouraged him to continue.
“A few weeks ago she contacted me. She was pregnant, but the baby’s father, an Army officer she had been dating, refused to take responsibility. She begged me to marry her, and because I still loved her, I did. But now,” he lamented, “I know it was a mistake. I feel as if my soul has been damned, and I just wish the Army would send me some place where I can be killed!”
We talked and we prayed, but nothing I said seemed to reach through his despair. He couldn’t get past the conviction that he had committed an unpardonable sin. When he left my office, he was still a desperate young man.
If only I could talk with him again! Unfortunately, my transfer orders arrived this afternoon shortly after his visit. I’m being transferred to the 20th Engineer Regiment, and I leave for Camp Blanding in Florida the first thing in the morning.
21 June 1942
Upon arrival at Camp Blanding, I reported to the Adjutant of our regiment, First Lieutenant Truman Setliffe. When I was shown into his office, a tall, athletic officer rose from where he sat behind his desk and greeted me. We shook hands, and then he sat back down and smiled.
“Well, Chaplain, you are Catholic, I assume.”
“No, I’m not,” I responded.
“The hell you’re not!” he boomed, scowling at me as he leaned forward. “The Colonel is Catholic, and he specifically requested a Catholic chaplain.”
“I’m sorry,” I said, “but I’m Baptist.”
“The hell you are!” he roared. “You’re in for a rough time in this regiment!”
I was speechless. What could I say after that pronouncement? My discomfort must have been obvious, because he suddenly shifted the subject.
“Where are you from?” he asked, leaning back in his chair.
“Louisiana,” I answered.
“The hell you are!”
I flinched, wondering what was wrong now.
“Where did you go to school?”
“Several, actually,” I said. “I got my BA from LSU.”
“The hell you did!” he exclaimed, jumping up from behind his desk. A grin spread across his face as he stuck out his hand and said, “Shake, I did, too.”
For the first time since entering his office I relaxed. Hopefully, I have found a friend. It sounds as if I’m going to need one.
23 June 1942
I finally met the Colonel. He joined us for dinner last night, and he was barely civil to me the entire meal. It was not a pleasant feeling.
I asked around today, and from what I have been able to learn, Colonel Eugene Caffey is an experienced engineer with the reputation of being a tough, “by the book” officer, who believes in strong military discipline. Born in Georgia, he graduated from West Point before being commissioned in the U.S. Army Engineers. In 1934 he was assigned to the Judge Advocate Generals Department, where he remained until he was transferred back to the Engineers in 1941 to become the commanding officer of the 20th Engineers.
24 June 1942
I was in my chapel office this morning, studying, when there was a quick knock on my door. I called out, “Come on in,” thinking it was one of the men. Instead, it was Colonel Caffey.
We exchanged greetings; then he sat down across from my desk and proceeded to explain the reason for his visit. “I came in to apologize for my conduct last night. I know I must have appeared rude, but I had spent the day in the dentist’s chair getting a new set of teeth; they were killing me.”
Mentally reversing my opinion of him, I assured him that I understood. He thanked me and then began asking about my background. As we talked, his attitude toward me began to soften, especially when he learned about my three years of service in the Army as an enlisted man. I think it helped, too, when he discovered I had been on the Army All Stars football team.
When he left, he shook my hand and gave me a warm smile. I’m sure I’ll get some of my theological edges knocked off, but for now, I feel better about my commanding officer.
25 June 1942
Alice and the children are finally with me. As soon as I was assured we would be here for awhile, I secured a place for the family. Because I am a chaplain, I was allowed to rent one of the furnished houses at nearby Penney Farms, a retirement community for religious workers that was established by J.C. Penney. It’s wonderful having the family so near.
In spite of the rough start, I am pleased with my assignment to the 20th Engineer Combat Regiment. A historic Army regiment that was originally formed in1917 and reactivated in 1940, the 20th appears to be well organized. They have just finished intensive combat training and expect to be sent overseas soon. Combat engineers must be prepared to do more than use their engineering skills in battle zones - they must be trained to fight as infantrymen should the need arise. These men appear well prepared.
This holding period gives me a chance to become acquainted with the men and for them to get to know me. The shift from peacetime pastor to Army chaplain is taking some adjustment.
22 July 1942
The Colonel won’t be getting his priest. I’ve learned that I am to be the only chaplain for the entire Regiment. However, I have been assigned an assistant, Corporal Dick Grace, a tall, dark-headed youth from Pennsylvania. He can not only type, which I can’t, but he is Catholic. I suspect the Colonel had something to do with his appointment. From what I have seen of Dick, I think we will work well together, and he will be a great help to me as I attempt to serve the Catholic men.
23 July 1942
This is it! We board a troop-train for New York early tomorrow morning - destination unknown! Rumors are rampant about where we might be sent. The enlisted men were issued heavy winter clothing, and we officers were instructed to buy the same; so Alaska tops our speculation list since the Army is said to be building a highway up there.
It was difficult saying goodbye to the family. I knew how frightened Alice was at the prospect of driving back to Louisiana with two small children. Dick and Anne are too young to understand about the war, but they sensed Alice’s uneasiness. All I could do was place their lives in God’s hands.
25 July 1942
We never reached New York. Instead, our regiment was diverted to Camp Kilmer, New Jersey, where a camp has been set up to serve as a “staging area” for final processing of troops being shipped out. It looks as if it may be a new facility.
The trip did give me an opportunity to become better acquainted with some of my fellow officers. “Do you happen to play checkers?” was my introduction to Max Cohen, one of our medical staff.
Major Cohen and I settled down to some heated competition, and I must admit, I enjoyed the challenge of resurrecting strategies from my old Army days. If yesterday’s contests are any indication, I think this young, Jewish psychologist from New York City and I are destined for some spirited checker games in the months to come.
20 September 1942
Waiting, doing nothing but waiting. These have been long, lonesome days. The daily hikes, designed to keep us in shape, occupy only a couple of hours. Dick and I have made an effort to go out each day, visiting among the men and presenting them with New Testaments. Thus far, we’ve given out more than a thousand.
We’re not far from New York City; so when possible, some of the men go into the city. I’ve joined them several times, but it’s not much fun without Alice and the children.
My last venture turned out to be amusing. I joined 1st Lt. James Jacobi and several of the other officers for dinner in one of the city’s finer restaurants. The food was excellent, and we enjoyed our meal in spite of poor service. As we rose to leave, our waiter looked down at the tip we’d left on the table and demanded, “Is that all you are going to give me?”
For a moment we all froze in embarrassment. Then James, who had paid the group’s collective bill, including the standard tip, spoke up in his soft, Floridian drawl, “Well, if you don’t want it, I do.” Then he reached down, scooped up the money, and escorted us out, leaving one dumbfounded, empty-handed waiter.
21 September 1942
For some strange reason, we were moved yesterday, not to New York for shipping out as we anticipated, but south to Camp Pickett, Virginia. No explanation was given.
We pitched our first tents, and I witnessed the Colonel being the tough disciplinarian for which he has the reputation. Captain Bruce Renfroe was on the receiving end.
The Colonel, upon discovering that Renfroe had ordered his men to erect his tent before allowing them to set up their own, admonished this youthful company commander and demoted him from Captain to 1st Lieutenant. Caffey said, “Never forget that an officer’s first responsibility is to the safety and comfort of his men! If you look after them first, they will look after you.”
Talking with me afterwards, Colonel Caffey explained his action. “Good training and good habits formed before combat will save lives in battle. What that young officer did was not good training. Renfroe has the background to make an exceptional company commander. The way he responds to my reprimand will tell me the kind of officer he can be. I did this for him.”
22 September 1942
Organizational changes have been made. Our regiment is now designated a Corps Regiment, which means we will be assigned to assist other Corps, depending on their engineering needs.
Orders came for additional training - grueling training designed to prepare our regiment for “special combat assignments” – so I decided to join the men. Combat will be stressful for all of us, and I need to have established a relationship with as many of these men as possible before we ship out.
23 September 1942
Now we know where we’re NOT going - Alaska. A recall was ordered for all that Arctic clothing issued earlier. It looks as if we officers are stuck with ours.
30 September 1942
Col. Caffey had a run-in with the General in command of Camp Pickett. Apparently the camp’s C.O. took offense that some of our men were unshaven and sent for Caffey.
Caffey came back to where we were camped and demanded to see the offenders. He examined them and found that, while they were growing beards, they met the military regulations - their necks were shaved below the beards.
Satisfied with his inspection, the Colonel marched back to the General’s Office and informed him that his engineers were NOT violating Army regulations. Therefore, as far as he was concerned, they had a right to grow a beard.
Caffey might be harsh on his troops, but he doesn’t allow anyone else to push them around. It has not gone unnoticed that the Colonel has begun growing a beard.
2 October 1942
With time on our hands, the men need some diversion, and the Colonel has given me permission to organize a boxing team. I am amazed at the exceptional fighters in our midst - one ranked third in his class among professionals. Pvt. Bill Bannick of Pittsfield, Massachusetts, was an AAU finalist.
One of our best amateur fighters has turned out to be Grigaitis, the son of a Pennsylvania coal miner. Weighing only 115 pounds soaking wet, he comes out fighting like a bantam rooster, small but combative. The men have nicknamed this pugnacious fighter “Chicken.” Can he ever fight! We won the camp championship.
11 October 1942
Alice has been here since the third. She left the children in Mississippi with her mother, with whom she is now living, and rode the train to join me here in Virginia. We had not seen each other since July, so we’ve had a glorious week. I managed to find a furnished apartment near the camp and was given “night leave” all week. I took her with me to see a boxing match, but I got the feeling she was uncomfortable at being one of the few women present. Seeing her has put my mind at ease and given me the strength I need to face the unknown future.
Our overseas embarkation orders came just after she arrived. That is going to make our parting even sadder. Not having seen the children won’t make it any easier for me, either.
Colonel Caffey has used our stay at Camp Pickett to whip the Regiment into final combat readiness. While some of his methods are not always orthodox, they are effective. It’s clear that the men have come to have a great respect for the Colonel. In both of the formal weddings I’ve conducted in recent weeks, he was asked to give the bride away.
15 October 1942
The cold rain of the past three days has made packing equipment even more difficult. However, being busy has helped me through the depression of Alice’s departure.
For now, the Regiment has been split into two groups. The 200 men of the 2nd Battalion were left behind in Pickett, temporarily attached to the 3rd Division. The remaining 835 of us - the 1st Battalion and Regiment Headquarters - left at 3 A.M. to return to Camp Kilmer in New Jersey. We appear to be going in circles!
24 October 1942
Tension is building now that it is definite we’re going overseas. In an effort to get the men’s minds off of the dangers ahead, I issued a challenge to all the other units at Kilmer to a boxing match. A California division with the reputation of having an outstanding team accepted.
Fearing our pro, Pvt. Bannick, might hurt someone, I elected to withhold him. Apparently the other team misinterpreted my action. They concluded he was afraid of their fighters and kept after us to let him fight. Reluctantly, I gave in at the urging of my own men and let him participate in the last match.
It was stunning! The fight lasted only two minutes, and not only did our group get a kick out of the win, I think they managed to collect a little extra cash on the side. Most importantly, for a couple of hours the war was forgotten.
25 October 1942
We made our last phone calls today. When I talked to Alice, I couldn’t tell her that we had already shipped our personal baggage in readiness to embark. Hanging up that phone, knowing I might never hear her voice again, was extremely hard for me.
30 October 1942
Dr. Joseph Traywick, a bright young physician from South Carolina and one of Max’s fellow staff members, has been facing the possibility of shipping out before his wife had their first child. Since she was so near term, they decided to go on and induce labor. All of us are thrilled that Traywick was able to see his baby son before we shipped out. He is one proud father!
1 November 1942
Last night, just before we left camp, we were shown the movie Holiday Inn, starring Bing Crosby. It made us even more homesick. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to hear “White Christmas” sung again without associating it with our embarkation.
None of us knew what to expect when we reached New York Harbor. I never envisioned boarding a luxury liner; so when we were marched aboard the SS Cristobal, a Panamanian liner, I was amazed. Not only did I find myself storing my personal gear in an elegant stateroom, I was told that we were to be served two meals a day by the ship’s crew. This was not how I had envisioned going off to war!
2 November 1942 - 13 March 1943
2 November 1942
Shortly after we got on board, Max disappeared. Puzzled, I went looking for him. I found him in his stateroom, curled up on his bunk.
“We’re getting ready to sail. Don’t you want to be on deck?” I asked.
“No,” he groaned. “I’m seasick!”
“Max, that’s impossible. The ship’s still tied to the dock!”
“You don’t understand,” he said, clutching his stomach. “Just getting on a boat makes me sick!”
I had to admit that he did look ill. And he’s the psychiatrist! Before leaving him to his misery, I made a quick trip to my cabin to get my issue of seasick pills. It was obvious Max was going to need them more than I would.
Once back on deck, I joined a group of GIs gathered at the portside railing. All along the docks, as far as I could see in both directions, ships of various types and sizes were being loaded with an assortment of equipment, while long lines of combat-ready soldiers trudged up their gangways.
As soon as the Cristobol was secured, it pulled back from the pier and began making its way into the open harbor. There were ships everywhere - in front of us, behind us, on all sides of us. It was an unbelievable sight.
As we sailed past the Statue of Liberty, I said a silent prayer for the family I was leaving behind. All of us standing there faced an unknown future, not knowing when or if we’d ever see our loved ones again. As we headed out to sea, it was a somber group of GIs who watched as the U.S. disappeared beyond the horizon.
3 November 1942
Colonel Caffey waited until we were at sea before he called us together for our first official mission briefing. When he announced that our destination was North Africa, we were dumbfounded. We had considered England as a possibility, but never Africa.
He explained that we were sailing as part of an enormous convoy that was moving toward the mid-Atlantic for a rendezvous with the British fleet, which was already on its way to meet us. Together, the American and British forces will launch a massive attack on North Africa, striking from two different directions at the same time - the Mediterranean and the Atlantic.
Somewhere off the African coast this giant armada will split apart. The British fleet, taking some of our ships with them, will sail into the Mediterranean, where they will make landings at Oran and Algiers. Rommel’s panzers and Afrika Korps have a strong hold along this section of the Mediterranean coast. It’s hoped that a combined British and American force will be able to crush “the Desert Fox,” as General Rommel has come to be called.
Meanwhile, the remaining U.S. convoy will head for the western coast of North Africa, where the Vichy French Colonial government in Morocco is supporting the Italians and Germans. A two-pronged attack, one at Casablanca, one at Fedala, is planned for this phase of the operation.
Our regiment is temporarily divided. The 2nd Battalion, which we had left behind at Camp Pickett, is traveling on another ship. They were assigned to a Corps that will be landing at Fedala with troops under the command of General George Patton. The rest of the 20th, which includes Headquarters and the 1st Battalion, is under the command of Rear Admiral Henry K. Hewitt, who is in charge of the landing at Casablanca. D-day is set for November 8. I just hope our plans for North Africa will come as much of a surprise to the enemy as it has to us!
4 November 1942
Everyone appears to have settled into a routine: reading, playing cards, writing letters, watching movies, anything to pass the time. All those pills apparently worked for Max. However, he and I decided that we had begun taking our checker games too seriously, so we switched to playing bridge. The Colonel joins us whenever he can.
In addition to my cabin, I’ve been assigned a conference room, where I can meet privately with the men who seek counseling. Meanwhile, as often as possible, Dick and I have been holding services - both below and above deck.
We’re required to wear our life jackets at all times, but thus far, we have had no problem with enemy U-boats. This is the largest assemblage of ships in military history, and it is amazing that the Germans haven’t spotted us, considering the size of this convoy. Being surrounded by so many Navy vessels makes us feel a little like sheep being protected by a shepherd and his dog.
7 November 1942
We’re now somewhere off of the coast of Casablanca. The British have already come and gone, and as planned, they took part of the American convoy with them. Shortly after turning south, we began encountering rough seas. Poor Max!
If the Germans should spot us, they might have difficulty identifying some of our ships. We are a strange-looking convoy: luxury ocean-liners, oil tankers, converted refrigerator ships, and other non-Navy vessels scattered in among the fleet.
Some of the tankers have been converted into aircraft carriers. However, while planes can take off from their decks, they can’t land on them. Once the pilots lift off for their runs on Casablanca, they will be on their own. Hopefully, our ground forces will have captured one of the airfields scattered around the city before the planes run out of fuel. If not, the pilots will have to get down the best way they can!
It was announced last night at dinner that the ship’s crew expects all officers to leave a tip before they climb into their landing craft tomorrow - a standard tip based on the value of their stateroom. What nerve! We’re within hours of facing the dangers of war and they want a tip. Does the crew plan on tipping the Navy for their escort?
8 November 1942
Operation Torch has begun! After so many months of uncertainty and anticipation, the actual invasion feels almost unreal - as if I am a spectator, not a participant.
The assault began just before dawn with an incredible naval bombardment of the enemy’s coastal installations. From the deck of the Cristobol, I watched as our battleships and cruisers sent hot shells sailing over us in a spectacular display of firepower. Their big guns fired, lighting up the predawn sky, and on the distant shore the arriving shells exploded with a brilliant flash. The sound was deafening!
In the first light of dawn, I could see enemy warships racing out of the harbor, heading toward where we waited on our transports. Then the Navy struck back, quickly sinking them or driving them onto the beach before they could do any damage. As I watched, one large French ship turned and made its escape back into the harbor only to be sunk as it reached its dock. The enemy’s new battleship, Jean Bart, which was still at its harbor moorings, managed to fire its big guns, but it was taken out of action by a direct hit from one of our bombers.
Everyone is on deck now, waiting for the momentary arrival at our debarkation point. Then, it will be a scramble over the side into our landing crafts. All of us are ready; our packs have been checked and equipment secured. Except for not carrying a weapon, Max and I carry the same supplies as the men, including mosquito netting, dust masks, water purifiers, sun goggles, and salt tablets.
Earlier, all the chaplains held their last religious services with their respective regiments. One of them preached on “Death and Hell,” causing his troop commander to complain that the chaplain had frightened his men. I agree that it wasn’t a timely subject.
9 November 1942
Each of us had been issued a small American flag to wear on our left arm. It was thought that if the French recognized we were Americans, they wouldn’t fire at us. Someone on our ship had smuggled a dachshund aboard in New York, and after we climbed over the side and boarded our landing crafts, the GI wrapped one of those armbands around the dog’s body. When we took to the water, he released the animal, allowing it to swim ashore alongside of us. All that was visible was that American flag floating between a wagging tail and a pair of ears. What a sight!
We are safely ashore now – no casualties in our regiment. The French Colonial troops, led by officers from the Vichy government, fought harder than had been anticipated. That came as a surprise because Intelligence had reported that the French would probably not put up much resistance against American troops.
18 November 1942
It’s been ten days since we came ashore - a busy ten. The French officers have surrendered, and the fighting has ended. With the exception of the Vichy commanders and their Colonial troops, the citizens of Casablanca have welcomed us with open arms - especially those with something to sell.
Last night we pitched our tents in an open area inside the city. We had just settled in for the night when the heavens let loose with a deluge of cold rain. Water was running into my tent, soaking everything. What a wretched night! Needless to say, sleep was impossible.
This morning we packed our soggy belongings and moved to the Hippodrome, an enormous racetrack. We hope to stay put here for awhile. The 2nd Battalion, which landed with Patton’s troops up the coast in Fedala, is back with us. Our combined battalions have been assigned the task of getting the Casablanca port back into operation. First we destroyed it; now we rebuild it.
Having this harbor as a supply depot for the Western Task Force was one of the reasons Casablanca was selected as an initial objective. An Army this size needs a constant flow of supplies and reinforcements, which can be brought in only by ship.
19 November 1942
A sad, but humorous incident occurred several days ago. It involved an amphibious jeep, a new type of vehicle - combination car and boat - that was used in the invasion. While in the water, it can maneuver like a boat, bringing in men and supplies from an offshore ship. Once it reaches shore, its driver can move out of the water and onto the beach, where its wheels allow it to be driven like a car.
Sailors aboard one of the ships standing offshore spotted an American soldier heading out to sea in one of these amphibious jeeps. Fortunately, they managed to intercept him before he reached the rough seas, where the small vehicle would have been swamped. Once the jeep, along with its driver, was safely back on shore, the sailors began questioning the young man, demanding to know what he thought he was doing. His answer was simple. “I was going home; I’m homesick.”
20 November 1942
Bruce Renfroe, our Headquarters Company commander, approached me yesterday with a special request. He asked if I would say grace before each meal for him and his officers.
So this morning, before we began eating breakfast, Bruce rose from his seat and announced, “I’ve asked the Chaplain to say grace for my company officers’ mess; so we’ll sit with the Chaplain at this end of the table. The rest of you are free to join us, but from those who choose not to do so, we’d appreciate silence during the prayer.”
No one moved. Then Captain Setliffe, the Colonel’s adjutant, picked up his plate, walked down to where we sat and proclaimed, “I belong with this group.” To my delight all the others joined with us.
22 November 1942
Today was the first Sunday since our landing that I was able to hold formal services, and we had an excellent response. Our regiment has much for which to be thankful - no casualties during our landing. I managed to conduct services for all our companies except for one; they were working down at the docks.
28 November 1942
Today is Thanksgiving - our first away from home. Turkey with all the “fixings”? Not quite - just “C” rations, which consisted of a small, can of stew the size of a coffee cup. I don’t know where the candles were obtained, but I used mine as a warming device for heating up my Thanksgiving meal.
16 December 1942
Getting the port operational has been a major undertaking. Our GIs have worked endlessly on this project: clearing out the sunken ships, removing wreckage, repairing warehouses, restoring the railroad tracks, filling bomb craters, and building an extension to the unloading platform. No medals will be given to these engineers for completing such a monumental task in such a relatively short time, but they deserve one. From what I have seen, they performed miracles.
Now that the harbor is functional, the 20th has been given a new task: unloading, stacking, and moving tons of cargo. There has been a definite advantage in having our units working where the ships are unloaded. All kinds of “extras” - equipment, building material, food, radios, etc. – have “found” their way into our campsite.
In addition to a short-wave radio, the men presented me with a typewriter, complete with a book of instructions. I’m teaching myself to type. While Dick does most of my typing, it will make my report and letter writing easier if I can master this skill for myself.
I am amazed at our men’s ingenuity in building “apartments” within the confines of their individual tents. It’s something to see! I’m surprised the Colonel hasn’t put a stop to it, but I suspect he’s enjoying their creativity. If we were to pull out on short notice, a lot of empty houses would be left sitting on the race track once the tents were gone!
When the sun goes down, it gets not only dark, but also cold. We’ve come up with a workable heating system. Placing a candle in an empty ration-can provides both a stove and reading light. This simple device actually gives off enough heat to keep the tent fairly warm. I’m taking advantage of mine even as I write.
17 December 1942
Clear days and cold nights make Morocco a surprisingly delightful place this time of year. Casablanca, itself, is a fascinating city with its white houses that appear to shine in the bright sun, its streets that are teeming with people, and its colorful shops.
The local people view buying and selling as a social occasion, and every transaction takes time. Bargaining with the Arabs is an art, one that we are attempting to master. The initial asking price merely opens the negotiation. I suspect we will never be able to get the better end of the bargain. For Alice, I bought four hand-crafted Moroccan purses made of camel leather, and for the children I purchased some trinkets. I’ll be able to ship them back to the States through Army mail.
24 December 1942
Today is Christmas Eve, and at breakfast this morning I received an early Christmas gift from Colonel Caffey. As usual, Lt. Renfroe asked me to say grace. Afterwards, when I opened my eyes, I found an envelope in my plate. Inside was the certification of my promotion. I was completely taken by surprise. While today, according to Army regulation was the earliest the Colonel could have promoted me to Captain, I never dreamed he would do so. I am very grateful to him.
I, like the rest of the men in the Regiment, have come to have a great deal of respect for Colonel Caffey. He is not only my C.O., but he has become a friend. He continues to stress the need for discipline within the Regiment. The 20th now has its own stockade for those who don’t follow standing orders and procedure. Being assigned to “Company Q,” as this barbed-wire enclosure is known, gets a man longer working hours and plainer living quarters.
25 December 1942
This is our first Christmas away from our families. Everyone is making an effort to cover up his loneliness, but it shows. Past memories press in on me when I think about Alice and the children. I’ll just be glad when the day is over.
Unlike Thanksgiving, we had a delicious dinner - real turkey from America and all the trimmings. No one said so, but I suspect that this was yet another bonus from having men at the docks. I don’t know to whom those turkeys were addressed, but they found their eternal resting-place in our kitchen.
Dick and I spent most of the afternoon and evening holding services and visiting with the men. I think we were both glad to see the day come to an end.
30 December 1942
Last night we had our first taste of German bombs. The planes were over the city for only three hours, but it seemed longer to those of us on the ground. While, unfortunately, a number of the natives were killed, the only casualties in our camp turned out to be holes in some of the tents, and those were the result of flak falling from our own anti-aircraft guns. I was a little unnerved when a shell landed a few feet from me, but luckily it failed to explode. My first close call!
12 January 1943
The Allied leaders are holding an important conference here at Camp Anfra, and one of our companies was given the responsibility of making sure the hotel would be able to withstand an air raid. In addition, our 1st Battalion is serving as honor guard for the conference itself.
I watched as the planes bringing President Roosevelt, Prime Minister Churchill, and the other officials landed. Supposedly, they are meeting to plan the next phase of the war in Europe. I hope the Germans don’t know they are here.
16 January 1943
As a result of GI resourcefulness, I was able to make the first religious broadcast in a combat sector. Someone “found” a radio transmitter that was addressed to an American, Midwestern radio station. How it wound up on an Army supply-ship headed for Casablanca we’ll never know, but that American radio station must be wondering what happened to its equipment order.
When a special-service officer, who happened to be an electrical engineering professor from MIT, heard about the transmitter, he asked for it. Then he obtained permission to set it up in a nearby apartment building and proceeded to put together a radio studio with the help of a fellow officer from his unit, André Baruch, a top CBS announcer. Together, they began giving our GIs some good old American entertainment.
I visited the station and was asked to do a religious program on Sundays. Using the French international short-wave transmitter, the station has worldwide coverage, so I can truthfully say that I have now preached around the world!
It’s a two-man, makeshift operation. André serves as both the announcer and program director while our engineer professor sits near the power input with a pair of clippers to cut the power if anything goes wrong; we don’t want to burn down the building with a short circuit. Wonderful responses are coming in from our troops in North Africa, and it’s been a rewarding project.
17 January 1943
I had trouble with Max today. Upon discovering him in his tent with a high fever, I attempted to take him to a field hospital, but he refused my help. He was adamant about it.
“I’d die if I go - people die in hospitals!” he declared.
I informed him that I was taking him anyway.
Then he pulled rank on me. “I’m a Major. You’re only a Captain. You can’t make me do anything I don’t want to do. I am NOT going to any hospital to die!”
I could see that arguing with him was useless, but I wasn’t going to leave him in that damp tent, knowing that he might die if he didn’t get some medical attention.
I decided to enlist the help of the Colonel. When I suggested to Caffey that we might be one doctor short if we didn’t get Max into the hospital, the Colonel handed me a written order, adding, “Get Max to the hospital even if you have to call in the MPs to carry him!”
24 January 1943
Max survived the hospital. It turned out that it wasn’t his life that was put in jeopardy; it was his bachelor status. To his delight, he discovered a lovely Jewish nurse, Elizabeth Less, who was working in the evacuation hospital. I get the distinct impression that I’ve been forgiven for forcing him to get medical help.
Knowing that Alice would have learned of the invasion when the news broke but would have had no way of knowing where I had been sent, I had asked the Navy chaplain on our transport if he would call her when the ship returned to the States. I finally heard from Alice today and was relieved to learn that my message did reach her. The uncertainty of our destination had been difficult for her, and she sounded relieved.
1 February 1943
It’s been three months since we left the States. None of us ever imagined we would end up in Africa. With the exception of the landing and the brief French resistance, it hasn’t been bad.
We are fairly comfortable in our tent city, and best of all, we have been receiving weekly mail from home. Even our food has improved. Everyone has been able to settle into a daily routine and that helps. Max and I have managed to resume our lively bridge games. Still, this is not home and I miss my family.
I received another letter from Alice, and it sounds as if she and the children are settled now and that is a comfort to me. She is teaching school again, and that should keep her busy.
6 February 1943
A group of us played touch football yesterday. As a result, Max and Traywick got a chance to do a little “doctoring.” A hurt knee has me laid up on my cot, but I have my radio and lots of reading material - not bad, not bad.
7 February 1943
One of our football casualties ended up in the hospital with his injury, arriving just in time for General Patton’s visit. The General made a big production of passing through the wards, personally pinning Purple Hearts on the wounded, which included our teammate.
“Luckily, Patton didn’t ask me how I got injured,” he admitted with a sheepish grin. “I figured that ‘wounded in a football game’ might not look good on my war record.”
8 February 1943
The local currency is still the French franc. When we were notified that a change in its value made our dollar worth more, we decided to take advantage of it. By buying francs with American money and then purchasing American Express Money Orders with the francs, we end up with a fifty-cent profit on each American dollar. Since most of us made allotments to our families, keeping only a little spending money to carry with us, we don’t have a lot of cash. So when I got $160 in back pay today, I immediately turned that into $240.
14 February 1943
It’s been over two weeks since I’ve had a letter from Alice, and that one was dated December 26. We lost four ships to U-boats in the last convoy, and it is thought that some of our mail may have gone down with those ships.
20 February 1943
I just attended a chaplain’s retreat held for us at the Anfra Hotel. General Wilson, who heads the British Command, was our featured speaker; but for me, the highlight was a talk by an ex-French chaplain who gave a moving account of the eighteen months he spent imprisoned by the Germans before managing to escape. The story of his experiences did not leave me with a good feeling toward the enemy.
21 February 1943
News of a massive Allied defeat in Tunisia has us concerned. From what we have been able to learn, it sounds as if the Germans badly mauled American units near the Kasserine Pass and then captured a large number of GIs who were attempting to retreat. The Americans were young and inexperienced; no match for the seasoned German Panzers they found themselves facing. The situation there sounds grim.
Rumors are now circulating that our regiment is about to be moved to Tunisia. If what we’ve heard is true, we would be assisting the British as well as the American II Corps in their fight with Rommel’s Afrika Korps.
22 February 1943
Today’s mail contained several letters from Alice. What a treat! She sent copies of the pictures we had taken during her visit with me at Pickett. I immediately glued one of them into the front of my Bible.
Included in my mail was a surprise letter bearing 175 signatures of young people from my former church in Louisiana. It was a thoughtful gesture, and I deeply appreciate their support.
27 February 1943
Along with several of our officers, I was invited out to have lunch today on the battleship, the USS Arkansas. We boarded a small boat in the harbor to get out to the ship, which was some three miles offshore. The heavy swells made getting aboard a bit tricky, but we all managed to make it aboard without any mishaps and had a delightful time. I got a chance to meet with their chaplain, and he said they were heading back to New York City and he would be happy to send a telegram to Cecil for me.
10 March 1943
Today is my thirty-seventh birthday. After singing “Happy Birthday, dear Chappie!” at breakfast, each of my fellow officers gave me his breakfast orange for a present. It was a touching gesture, but being called “Chappie” means even more - it means I have been accepted as one of them.
11 March 1943
It is no longer a rumor. The situation in Tunisia has continued to deteriorate, and we’ve been ordered to prepare for immediate move-out.
Regiment is hustling to get its equipment in top shape, and Dick and I have begun getting organized. Our stay in Casablanca has come to an end, but I shall carry a number of special memories with me.
I shall never forget the pain etched across the Arab father’s face as he walked into our camp carrying his small son who been hit by shell fragments and whose wound was now badly infected. Pointing with pleading eyes to the Red Cross flag above the medical tent, this Arab father willingly offered his son to a Jewish doctor.
Max took the youngster, laid him on an examination table, and quickly treated the inflamed injury. Then Max pointed up to the sun, held up two fingers, and pointed back to the boy. The father smiled and nodded, indicating that he understood.
Two days later, the Arab, loaded with gifts of nuts and fruit, returned with the boy. The youngster had improved greatly and Max predicted full recovery. That was the last we saw of the two. There had been no verbal exchange, only the language of love and compassion.
The city appears to be filled with children. Whenever we went into Casablanca, we were met by hordes of dirty, Arab children begging for candy and gum. Holding out their hands they would plead, “Candy? Gum?”
One day as I was approached by a native boy, I decided to beat him to the punch. As he came up to me, I extended my hand toward him saying, “Candy? Gum?”
Hesitating a moment, he suddenly reached inside his smelly robe, pulled out a piece of candy, and extended it to me, grinning from ear to ear. I looked down at that filthy, cupped hand, and then I looked up at his smiling face and knew I had no choice. I took his offering. Beaming with the pleasure of having shared, he truly illustrated the truth of the scripture, “It is more blessed to give than to receive.”
14 March 1943 - 14 April 1943
14 March 1943
Last night after we had eaten, some of us sat around the table and talked about going to Tunisia and the possible difficulties we might encounter. The disaster that occurred at the Kasserine Pass was discussed; we all agreed that it was a humiliating defeat for America. For the past month, the Nazis have been lambasting us in English via the airwaves, claiming that the mass surrender of American GIs near the Pass proves the inferiority of American soldiers. The intent of this taunting is to demoralize our troops. Instead, this ridiculing has intensified our determination to prove them wrong.
Now that General Patton has been reassigned to command the U.S. Army II Corps, we strongly suspect that troop readiness in Tunisia is about to undergo a change. I may not like him personally, but Patton will no doubt shake things up on the front.
The troops being sent from here will be traveling overland in a convoy, heading across northwest Africa for the Tunisian desert. Once we reach our destination, our regiment will be assisting the British 1st and 8th Armies. As someone put it last night, “The Germans are about to learn that American soldiers are not inferior!”
Orders were issued that all unit identification signs on equipment, vehicles, field location signs, etc., are to be removed and replaced with a code symbol - one that would not be discernible by the enemy. Each unit is to design their own emblem.
At officer’s call, Colonel Caffey announced the 20th Engineer’s symbol. “Since regimental operation on the Casablanca docks earned us the ‘very unjustified’ reputation as the ‘biggest crooks in the Western Task Force,’ it is only fitting that we capitalize upon this already established identity by adopting as our symbol a crooked or wavy line in engineering red.” He sounded stern, but there was a definite twinkle in his eyes.
Caffey continues to be tough, but always fair. He and I discussed his recent restoration of Renfroe’s rank. I agreed with the Colonel that Bruce had matured and now had the respect of his men. Just as Col. Caffey had predicted, Renfroe did learn his lesson and has developed into a fine young officer.
For security reasons, I wasn’t able to let my radio audience know that today was my final broadcast. After signing off, I hurried back to camp to assist Dick with packing our gear. The entire camp was a beehive of activity.
15 March 1943
It was after midnight by the time I crawled into my sleeping bag. Even though I was exhausted, I couldn’t sleep; it was too cold.
When we broke camp and moved out at dawn, the 20th must have been the best-equipped unit in North Africa. The men had even acquired the necessary vehicles in which to transport their additional supplies. I think they applied the Old Testament law that stipulated, “The ox was to eat from the grain it was threshing.” However, these GIs may have been a little over-zealous in their “eating.”
One of our loads ran into trouble when it was being checked out at the entrance to the Hippodrome. The officer in charge challenged the 20th’s right of ownership when he noticed the trailer bore his own unit’s markings. He sent for Colonel Caffey, who had no choice but to order the trailer unloaded and turned over to its proper unit.
Later, Caffey gave the company’s C.O. a dressing down, not for having the trailer but for being caught with it! “You knew there was a rear gate to this camp. Why didn’t you use it?”
Afterwards, the Colonel shared with me his philosophy regarding this matter. “As I see it, we’re all part of the same Army, which means the equipment belongs to all of us. When you need some equipment in order to do your job, you can take it - provided that it is not in the possession of or being used by another unit at the time.”
We left Casablanca traveling in a seventeen-mile long convoy. The countryside outside of the city reminded me of the Southwest desert back home, except for the camels and donkeys. The poor donkeys, always overloaded, stumbled to their knees from time to time. To our dismay, their owners beat them when this occurred.
I’m riding with Max in his command car. In order not to be caught by a German plane coming up on us unexpectedly, we drive with the top down. It’s extremely cold, and being constantly buffeted by the wind gives me a headache.
16 March 1943
It was late last night when we stopped on the outskirts of Meknes, where we made camp in a grain field. By then, my headache was so severe that I didn’t bother with my tent. I just crawled into my bedroll and slept on the open ground.
When I woke up this morning, I felt much better. Knowing we would be here all day, I decided to put up my tent. From where I am seated, I can see a range of blue-green mountains, topped with white-puffs of clouds. In the distance, small Arab villages perched on the slopes and surrounded by walls, look like bird nests.
I noticed that the men have discovered that excess baggage is cumbersome and have begun to regret some of their recent acquisitions. In addition to drawing gasoline and servicing the vehicles, I see that they are sorting through all their extra equipment, deciding what they feel is essential. I suspect the local Arabs will find a bonanza after we move out tomorrow morning.
17 March 1943
We had barely gotten settled last night when we were suddenly lashed by thirty minutes of heavy hail, followed by a downpour that didn’t let up until dawn. It was a bleary-eyed bunch of men who pulled out of Meknes this morning.
We’re traveling east now, headed into the mountains. This is some of the most beautiful country I have ever seen. The snow-covered peaks of the Atlas Mountains are on our right; a fertile valley dotted with wheat fields and almond trees is on our left. Using 10th Century plows, the Arabs are farming both the valleys and the hillsides. I never realized that North Africa was so magnificent!
18 March 1943
Our convoy traveled all night over treacherous mountain roads that ran up and down steep grades, around sharp curves, and over switchbacks that were made even more frightening by our inability to use headlights. Daylight driving would be less hazardous, except we would be easy targets for the Germans - no place to pull off for cover.
The small villages, olive groves, and vineyards through which we passed looked picturesque in the bright moonlight. I wish I could have seen it in the daylight.
We crossed from Morocco into Algeria just before dawn, stopping outside of Tlemcen to bivouac inside a racetrack. It’s a shame I’m not up to enjoying this lovely spot with its lush flowers and green grass, but I’m going to bed. It’s the only way to get warm.
19 March 1943
I’m amazed that a convoy this size has managed to remain undetected by the Germans. The Colonel must think our luck is about to come to an end, because he informed me this morning that he is giving me his DeSoto sedan. High-ranking officers often use these civilian cars, making them prime targets of the German pilots. I suspect that Colonel Caffey thinks that a chaplain rates more grace from God than an army colonel does. I graciously accepted his offer, deciding to take my chances with the Luftwaffe, knowing it will be a lot warmer inside an enclosed sedan. I’m deserting Max, but Dick is delighted to be promoted to driver.
Today has been a repeat of yesterday - winding roads through rugged mountains. Looking up at the vineyards that cling tenaciously to the sheer hillsides, I am amazed at how the Arabs manage to cultivate such steep land.
The war seems far removed from this peaceful looking country. One wonders at the drive for power that causes mankind to mar and destroy the beauty of God’s creations.
Whenever we stop, Arabs appear. It’s evident that American GIs had preceded us. Yesterday, a native boy entertained a group of us, singing “The Chattanooga Choo Choo” in broken English. He wanted fruits and nuts for his “fee.” Like most locals, he refused our offer of “K” Rations.
20 March 1943
It was extremely late when we reached Relizane last night. I was so tired that I slipped into my bedroll and was asleep before I could zip it closed. A foxhole was the last thing on my mind.
When it was time for our lunch break today, we stopped on the side of the road. Dick and I built a fire around a can of “C” Rations. Once our meal was heated, we used the same fire to make coffee in an empty can. Unlike the dried “K” Rations, heated “C” Rations aren’t too bad. Our dining room overlooked a tranquil valley backed by a range of snowy mountains. What a delightful spot!
As we drove into Algiers, I got my first glimpse of the Mediterranean Sea. A quick look was all I got. Our convoy drove straight through the town, reaching the other side just as German planes arrived. When the bombs began dropping on the city, we quickened our pace to make a speedy exit.
We didn’t stop until we reached the village of L’Araba, where we set up camp beneath a grove of olive trees in order to conceal our presence. As an added precaution, in case German planes came looking for a target, we made sure to erase all our tracks between the road and our bivouac area.
21 March 1943
There was no time for a service this Sunday morning - only time to eat, shave, and gas up. We appear to be traveling parallel to the Mediterranean Sea, still headed toward the fighting. Now that we’ve entered the British sector, we’re being provided their rations - tea instead of coffee. Thank goodness for Algerian oranges!
I’ve promised myself that someday I shall return to this land and retrace this trip. The deep canyons and gorges are punctuated with waterfalls, and the valleys are carpeted with white daisies mixed in among a purple flower I don’t recognize. If I were a painter I would be frustrated at not having time to capture this exquisite color pattern on canvas.
The moon came up at dusk; it was a brilliant sphere. Still traveling with only blackout lights to guide us along these precarious mountain roads, we welcomed the bright moonlight. At times the illuminated snow on the surrounding mountains looked like silver flowing down into the valley.
22 March 1943
Outside of Beni Mansour we camped next to a large British unit. I’ve noticed that the British don’t appear to be as concerned with camouflage as our troops. Also, the English tend to park all their trucks and equipment together, while we always scatter our vehicles in order to make sure that if we were to be hit by one of two bombs everything wouldn’t be destroyed.
All during the night I could hear planes flying over. It was a little unsettling - no way to tell if they were German or ours.
23 March 1943
Setif, where we stopped for the night, was unusually cold. I managed, however, to stay warm enough in my sleeping bag to get a good night’s sleep. That proves there are advantages to being bone tired.
Our final destination is no longer secret - it’s Tebessa. In his briefing, the Colonel announced that we would be there in two days. Tebessa is where the 19th Engineers were camped in February when the Germans made that fatal Kasserine Pass attack. If the disaster that followed was the result of poor training and improper leadership, our regiment has nothing to fear. After what Colonel Caffey put the 20th through, I can’t imagine our men retreating.
The Colonel, himself, addressed that very issue last night shortly after we had settled into our bivouac area. “If we’re attacked by Germans, I expect that every officer and NCO in this command will die fighting - facing the enemy and not taking one backward step!”
29 March 1943
Even before we reached Tebessa, we began to see the signs of destruction. Scores of destroyed planes were scattered across the landscape, indicative of the heavy air battle that I knew had occurred in this area. My nephew, Leslie Jr., has been flying in this sector. A squadron leader, he has been shot down three times, and each time he has managed to walk out of the desert and rejoin his squadron.
Leslie knows to which regiment I am attached; therefore, when he learned that the 20th was being sent to the area, he sent me a message that he would buzz my camp. We had barely settled into our camp when, to my surprise, he did it! However, I suspect that he has been buzzing every new U.S. camp in the sector; he had no way of knowing from the air which one was mine.
31 March 1943
The Colonel had us move Headquarters nearer to where the men are working. Our tents are now pitched next to what’s left of the railroad track that once ran through the pass. In an effort to make sure we couldn’t use the rails, the Germans blew up the track when they moved out.
Everywhere I look I see burned out trucks, tanks, planes and graves - German graves. Unlike the Americans, who collect their dead and bury them in centrally located cemeteries, the Germans bury their soldiers where they die. It appears that a large number of Germans died fighting here.
When the Germans retreated from this area, not only did they destroy the rails, but also they sowed the desert with mines – thousands of them. The 20th has the nerve-shattering task of assisting in the clearing of these minefields, having to defuse everything from the saucepan-shaped Teller mine that can flip a tank to the smaller S-mine, which is an antipersonnel device designed to kill a man. About the size of a can, the S-mine is buried beneath the surface, waiting for the unsuspecting person to step on its small, almost invisible trigger. Once triggered, a charge sends the small container, filled with bits of iron, out of the ground to the height of an average man. Only then does it explode - right in the face. It is a deadly weapon!
Earlier today one of our units was clearing mines in a nearby village when an S-mine was accidentally triggered by one of the team. That young engineer never had a chance. Not only did the charge kill him, but also it wounded eight others working with him. We later learned that a number of natives, as well as soldiers, had walked by that very spot, unaware how close they had come to death.
This was the first man from our regiment that we’ve lost, and it has been a blow to all of us. Writing the letter to his family, explaining how he died, and packing up his personal effects to be returned to the States is my responsibility - such a painful task. No words can replace a life, but I did want the family to know that he died while attempting to save the lives of others - the local villagers as well as the soldiers in the area.
We’ve noticed that the presence of mines has brought about a change in a local Arab custom. Instead of having their wives follow behind, as is traditional, the native men now have them walk ahead. The men follow in the women’s footsteps, knowing that if there is a mine, their wives will find it first. That attitude is very difficult for us to understand.
It hasn’t taken us long to discover that mines aren’t the only dangers this diabolic enemy deliberately left behind. The Germans habitually booby-trap their discarded equipment and vehicles. Sometimes they even wire items such as furniture and wall hangings in deserted structures.
Dick and I came across a German jeep sitting on the side of the road. The vehicle looked to be in perfect condition, and I would have replaced my civilian sedan with it had I not feared it might have been rigged with explosives.
Unfortunately, a young GI from another unit, apparently fresh from the States, came along behind us. He couldn’t resist the temptation, and before anyone could stop him, he opened the door and triggered an explosion. What an unnecessary loss of life!
1 April 1943
This morning Dick and I drove over to the field hospital to check on our men who had been wounded in yesterday’s fatal S-mine incident. The hospital was filled with wounded GIs. It saddened me to see so many young men, barely entering manhood, having suffered such horrific losses: blindness, lost limbs, shell-shocked, and other debilitating injuries. One of the doctors told me that over 600 injured soldiers had already passed through this one small facility.
Afterwards, I had Dick drive to Sbeitla, the site of an ancient Roman settlement located northeast of Kasserine on the eastern side of the Western Dorsal. The village had been subjected to such heavy bombardment by artillery fire that not one building was left intact. It is deserted now except for the 52 Americans who lie buried in a small American Cemetery.
As I stood praying for those brave soldiers, the wind began to blow. Suddenly, I was surrounded by the sound of tinkling dog tags blowing in the soft desert breeze. Striking their marking sticks, each tag played its own musical note, but together, they seemed to be performing a symphony of death. As I listened, I was overwhelmed by the loss. Those young Americans had not been born to die in Africa. They didn’t belong here, alone, in this desert city-of-the-dead.
2 April 1943
We constantly hear rumors; therefore, when the message came that Rommel’s North Line had been broken, we were skeptical. If, however, the news proves to be true, retreating Germans could be coming in this direction. Consequently, Dick and I are moving around the sector with extra caution. I still remember the French chaplain’s story.
3 April 1943
Last night I had the luxury of a gallon of water. I was determined to take a bath and wash my clothes. I have learned one can remain healthy without bathing - I don’t recommend it, however.
I had just finished my bath and was preparing to wash my clothes, when the Sahara coughed up a full-grown dust storm. Within minutes my tent was blown down and buried beneath the sand - all my equipment beneath it. I managed to climb into the DeSoto and enclose myself inside. The wind howled; the vehicle rocked. I expected to be blown away any minute. What a wild night! I emerged this morning to discover a giant sand dune had formed on one side of the car. It took me awhile to locate my tent and dig out the equipment. What a waste of my precious water!
13 April 1943
Our encampment has been moved into a sheltered sandstone canyon. What a relief to be away from the relentless desert winds, which constantly pelt us with sand. Not only does the wind-driven sand find its way into our clothing and equipment, but also it invades our food and water. When the wind kicks up, trying to take a drink from a cup becomes an ordeal. The liquid is blown away before it reaches your lips, leaving you with a mouth full of sand.
We took a lesson from the natives and burrowed into the soft sides of the canyon. I discovered a wide ledge under an overhanging rock that appeared to be perfect for a natural foxhole. I hewed out a spot for my cot, over which I erected my tent. The ledge slopes slightly before dropping off into the canyon, through which a dry riverbed runs. My radio, which sits on a small outcropping, is presently tuned to London, enabling me to catch up with how the war is going in the other sectors.
Already, we have received replacements for the men we lost to the mine explosion. New recruits, they came directly from the States and appear to have had little training. One of our officers has been working with them, teaching them how to shoot a machine gun. After lunch I went down into the canyon to watch.
As I walked up, the officer said jokingly, “Chappie, why don’t you come show these new men how to shoot?”
I decided to take him up on his challenge. Endeavoring to remember what I had been taught during my long-ago enlistment days regarding shooting, I adjusted the sight, aimed at the captured German rockets across the wash that were serving as targets, and fired a burst. I realigned the sight and fired again. While the dust was settling from exploding rockets, I got up, striving to appear nonchalant, and said, “That’s how you do it.” It had been plain luck, and I knew I dared not try it again!
Wherever we set up camp, I hang a banner, imprinted with a cross, on or near my tent. I have encouraged the men to drop by and talk with me when they have a problem or feel that I can help them with a need.
Earlier this evening, a young man came seeking my support. He sounded distraught. “I’m tired of the killing and suffering,” he said. “Why is there so much hate in the world? Why do people have to die?”
As we talked, read scripture, and prayed, I could feel his tension begin to ease. I assured him that God did care and that he loved us in spite of all that was taking place around us - the fighting, the killing. He left, saying he felt at peace with himself now, and promised to be there in the morning for the Easter Service. How many more of our soldiers are out there personally wrestling with those same questions but not seeking help?
14 April 1943
The Germans are only a few miles away, and with our airfields nearby, planes fly over constantly. I find myself counting the American planes as they pass over and recounting each group when they return, always praying for their safety. I wonder if those pilots are aware that there are men below praying for them and sweating out their safe return. I hope so.
We have a fine young Christian in our regiment who is a talented artist. He presented me with two beautiful, hand-made objects that he had created from olive wood - a cross and a portable pulpit. Dick and I placed that pulpit on the canyon side of the ledge so that the men would be able to sit on their helmets against the hillside during services.
We held the Easter service as planned. What a moving sight it was to watch men leaving their sandstone caves and making their way to join us. They sat on their helmets, guns across their laps, and accepted a songbook from Dick. Then, they filled the canyon with the sound of gospel music. Periodically, I was forced to pause at the drone of approaching planes, resuming my sermon only after determining it was not the enemy.
Among the worshipers was that depressed GI who talked with me last night. He had brought his trumpet, and at my request he stood and played. No man there will ever forget hearing the sounds from that trumpet echoing across the canyon. What a glorious Easter Sunday!
15 April 1943 - 4 July 1943
15 April 1943
Patton may have whipped the II Corps into shape, but I think that he went overboard with his regulations, issuing orders that any soldier caught not wearing his helmet, leggings or a necktie would be fined. We’re fighting in the middle of a desert, not marching in a dress parade! Unlike the sensible British, who wear cotton uniforms in the desert, we wear wool and neckties. Military discipline is crucial and building morale is important, but some of Patton’s actions are self-defeating. Personally, I find his behavior increasingly arrogant and his language offensive; it’s difficult for me to respect him.
16 April 1943
The fighting has intensified. Even though the Germans appear to be in retreat, they remain extremely combative, purposely leaving behind extensive minefields. Their mines are devilish things, and a number of our men have recently been killed in the process of neutralizing them.
Dick and I have the agonizing task of burying those we lose. We dig a shallow grave, mark the site with a simple stick from which we hang their dog tag, and then record the location. Each time we move out, I leave behind another orchestra lamenting the futility of war - what a sad, sad sound.
The Quartermaster Unit will gather the bodies from the temporary sites and take them to an American Cemetery that has been set up here in Africa. Depending on the family’s desires, the men’s bodies will remain in Africa or be returned to the States.
Performing this burial duty has been a sobering experience. The body of one of our men was so badly destroyed by a mine explosion that Dick and I were forced to put the remains in a ration box, a container designed to hold two dozen small “C” Ration cans. My heart breaks at the carnage I’ve encountered!
Our teams are scattered all across the front; some of them clearing mine fields, others are repairing roads. With the intent of checking on these units, I volunteered yesterday morning to accompany the personnel officer on his rounds. He passed out the pay while I distributed the mail. The men appeared more interested in the mail than their money, and I don’t blame them. A letter tells a GI that someone back home cares about him.
It took the entire day to visit all the camps, and the sun had begun to set by the time we drove away from our last stop. We soon found ourselves driving in complete darkness, and it wasn’t long before we realized that we were lost. After having spent the day traveling on so many different roads that had required making countless turns, we had no idea where we were. Our problem was twofold: all the secondary roads had not yet been cleared of mines, and the Germans were only a few miles south of the main highway. A wrong turn and we’d be either blown apart or find ourselves spending the duration of the war as prisoners. The moonlight provided barely enough light by which to navigate, but we dared not use headlights for fear of making ourselves a convenient target for some German pilot. Each time we came to unmarked crossroads, I prayed while the driver made the choice. After several nerve-racking hours of this, we finally reached a main highway. But which direction - right or left?
We discussed our options and turned right. Finding a km marker was our first objective. Within minutes we spotted one. We stopped and I climbed out, getting down on my hands and knees to read the small sign with the moonlight serving as my only source of light. Then we moved on, looking for the next marker. By comparing information, we knew that we would be able to determine if we were going north or south. We found our second sign, and to our amazement, not only had we guessed correctly, we had somehow shortened our return trip by 18 miles. It was past midnight by the time we pulled into camp; I was exhausted.
At breakfast this morning we learned that two men from another unit had been killed not long after midnight last night by German planes strafing the main road we had taken. They must have been just behind us.
17 April 1943
The BBC just announced that General Patton has been relieved of his African command and ordered back to England. Officially, he is preparing for the next invasion, which may be true, but Max and I couldn’t help but wonder if Patton’s bizarre behavior had not gotten him in trouble with the top brass. Whatever the reason for Patton’s departure, we are pleased General Omar Bradley, a leader we can all respect, is taking his place.
18 April 1943
Late yesterday we packed up and moved out, traveling all night over more hazardous roads, driving again without headlights. A tiny pin-light attached to the rear of each vehicle in the convoy served as a guide for the following driver. At first it looked as if we were heading for the Mediterranean Sea, but we turned east at La Calle. By the time we stopped near Roum Es Souk and made camp, we were within a few miles of the front. Everyone is on alert for German planes. They strafed this area several times yesterday.
The 20th is now attached to a British division, which is moving forward with the other American and British units in this sector. Everyone is being repositioned in preparation for a major drive.
19 April 1943
Knowing that once the drive begins, it will not be possible for me to hold services for awhile, Dick and I spent yesterday holding as many of them as possible. My tent, set beneath an ancient-looking olive tree in a grassy field, served as the gathering place for the first worship service of the day. The men sat on their helmets amid a profusion of wild flowers, and we had an unusually large attendance.
Afterwards, Dick and I drove to where our field units were camped in order to hold services for them. Because the German Luftwaffe has been active in this sector, the Colonel has ordered us to travel no more than is necessary. For that reason, Dick and I had planned to stay put between services, eating lunch with one of the units in the field rather than driving back to our own camp at Headquarters.
At noon, we checked the mess menu of the company where we were at the time. I looked at Dick and he looked at me. Then Dick grinned. “Chappie, I’ll drive as fast as I can while you watch for German planes.” By mutual agreement our return to Headquarters had suddenly become necessary: our cook, George Allen, was going to be serving real coffee and French toast!
We were racing along when we heard a plane coming in over us. When I spotted a bomb falling just ahead of us, I called out a warning. Dick swung the sedan off the road with a skid; we both jumped for cover. The bomb landed with a crash but didn’t explode. We waited a few minutes before moving; then, curiosity drew us to where the unexploded shell lay in the middle of the road. Did we feel foolish! Our bomb was an empty auxiliary fuel tank that had been jettisoned from one of our fighter planes flying over in the clouds above.
Last night we moved again in order to keep up with the fighting. Our regiment, which was tailing the main convoy, got separated from the lead units due to the darkness. When we suddenly saw the flash from German guns and realized we were within their range, we made a quick U-turn and managed to get everyone back to our lines before we were spotted. Unfortunately, one of our men traveling by motorcycle went off the narrow road in the dark and was killed in his fall down the side of the mountain.
Shortly after we settled into our new camp this morning, the commander of a tank unit passing through our sector came up to my tent. He said that he had seen my chaplain’s flag and just wanted to talk; so I got out my can and made us some coffee.
He shared with me his frustration at losing so many of his men because of the inferiority of our tanks. “I’m trading off the lives of my men for superior German tanks. Our tanks are no match for theirs. If America doesn’t wake up and send us better machines, we can lose this war.” He sounded bitter. “Now I’ve learned that the coal miners back home are on strike for higher wages, and the unions are supporting them. I have miners’ sons in my unit, and these young men are dying for lack of superior equipment, equipment that won’t get made due to strikes. My men can’t strike like their fathers, but they may die as a result of those strikes.”
I understood his bitterness. I was burying too many men not to understand.
21 April 1943
This morning I was visiting “B” Company, which has been working with a French Colonial unit, when they got orders to move to another camp. When they learned that they would be supporting an American unit, the men appeared relieved. After what they have experienced during the past few days supporting this French Colonial unit made up of French officers and native Goumiers, I don’t blame them.
Said to be some of the best fighters the French have, these Moroccan soldiers prefer night fighting. The Goumiers are renowned for their skill with knives, and rumor has it that they are paid a bonus for each pair of German ears they bring in from their raids. As one of our men said, “What worries me, Chappie, is how can their French officers tell the difference between German ears and American ones?”
Only last night some of the Goumiers had slipped into our men’s camp and stolen everything they could carry away. First thing this morning the company’s commander had paid a call on the French camp, demanding the return of all the American property.
The Goumiers’s French C.O. shook down his African troops and recovered most of the items. He returned them with a warning. “I had your things returned this time, but I won’t do it again. Protect your camp the best way you can. Stealing is a way of life for the Goumiers.”
23 April 1943
Another move; another camp. We’re not far from Djebel Abiod. The sounds from cannon fire and bomb bursts have been incessant - day and night - for the past few days. We may have the Germans cornered, but they are dug into well-fortified hilltop positions from where they can see our every move. We’re paying dearly for each mile captured.
I just buried 1st Sergeant Hugo Stender, a popular Floridian from “F” Company. He makes the fifth man from the Regiment to be killed since we began this drive north. I have been unable to follow up on our wounded once they are sent back to a field hospital, and that concerns me. I know the survivors are returned to the States or reassigned, but what of those who die and are buried without my knowledge?
Yesterday I visited one of our companies removing mines from a road that was within gun range of the enemy. The Germans were shelling their location as they worked, but our teams didn’t let that stop their efforts. They understand that our tanks and equipment can’t move forward until the area has been cleared.
26 April 1943
We continue to move camp, always staying near the front. My tent is pitched under some cork trees - first I’ve seen. They remind me of our Southern live-oaks back home. It didn’t take us long to discover, however, that when burned they produce more black smoke than heat.
Sitting outside my tent, I have been watching German planes dive bombing a bridge that spans a small stream in the valley below our campsite. So far they haven’t succeeded in destroying it.
The beauty of the distant mountains is deceptive. It doesn’t reveal the heavily armed Germans entrenched on the slopes. Our artillery and tanks won’t be able to root them out without the assistance of the infantry, which means hand-to-hand combat. We’re pushing the enemy back - yard by yard - death by death.
30 April 1943
A large flight of American bombers, accompanied by British fighter planes, just flew over. What a thrilling sight that was to see.
Earlier today, Captain Robert Argus, “F” Company Commander, came to see me. We had an honest, soul-searching talk. He’s taken a stand for Christ and has been making a special effort to see that his men have a chance to attend services of their choice even while we’re on the front. Yesterday, he lost another man to a mine. We talked about the pain that brings to us.
Working so close to the front while rebuilding roads and removing mines has kept our men under constant fire. They appear resigned to it. When a shell is heard coming in everyone drops to the ground. Then, as soon as the smoke clears, the uninjured get up and resume working, even as the medics tend to the wounded. These are brave men, and I am proud of them!
3 May 1943
Up until now, I have only been responsible for the burial of the men from our battalions, but two days ago that changed when Colonel Caffey received a memorandum from the Regimental Commander, Third Infantry Division. Effective 1 May, I have been designated as Division Burial and Graves Registration Officer for the entire Third Infantry Division. Recent chaplain casualties have left a shortage of combat chaplains out in the field.
I just finished writing another of those painful letters that I have come to dread. This time, however, I was unable to explain the death to the family. It is a puzzle. When we found him there were no marks on his body and no signs of illness. Traywick thinks he may have been poisoned by something he drank or ate that he purchased from the Arabs.
When Dick and I took his body to the American cemetery that’s been established for this sector, I found another body, apparently left there by someone from a unit that did not have a chaplain. This young GI had been shot through the head – must have been on patrol. Before burying him, I removed his personal effects in order to return them to his family. I found his tie neatly folded in his jacket pocket. He had probably removed it after leaving camp, planning on putting it back on before returning from patrol. I buried him with his tie still in his pocket - resenting Patton’s orders a little bit more. I should have sent his tie to the General.
Afterwards, Dick and I drove to where Captain Argus’s “F” Company was camped in a secluded spot hidden in the bushes. I held a service for him and his men, and I have seldom had an audience more attentive than those men were as they sat on their helmets squeezed up under the brush, silhouetted against the setting sun.
7 May 1943
Word has come that the 34th Division has taken Hill 609, and there is an atmosphere of victory in the air! The battle is far from over, but this is a strategic win for the Allies and a morale booster to all our troops. Casualties have been high on both sides of the battle line.
20th’s headquarters has been moved twice in the past two days. Presently we are in an olive grove outside of Si Bou Zitoun, which sits on the edge of one of the two lakes facing Bizerte. I can see and hear the bursts from the American and German artillery exchange. Flames and black smoke are billowing up from a fire across the lake. We must have hit an enemy fuel-storage dump.
Max and I drove to Mateur, arriving at the same time as five German dive-bombers. Our artillery managed to hit one of the planes, but we didn’t see it go down.
“S” mines killed three more of our men. Two others were badly wounded by the same type of explosive. While a letter from the Chaplain does not reduce the loss to a family, I pray that it helps ease the pain of their initial notification by the War Department.
9 May 1943
We’ve broken through to Bizerte and are in the process of cleaning up the enemy stragglers. Coming into the city, the Regiment had to root out snipers. When Colonel Caffey and Major White came under fire, two of our men managed to get the snipers, killing one and wounding the other.
We’re camped near the airport, our tents hidden in among the vegetation of a grape vineyard and an olive orchard. Sleep was impossible last night with so many German planes flying in low over us. Luckily, the few bombs dropped on our camp didn’t cause much damage, and we suffered no injuries.
10 May 1943
Now that the Bizerte is in our hands, our engineers have been assigned the task of repairing the airport and clearing the major streets. I drove into the city today; the destruction was unbelievable. Only rubble remains where stone buildings once stood. This city of 40,000 is now in complete ruins, and it will take more than our efforts to put it back together again. At best, the engineers will be able to bulldoze the ruble from the main streets.
14 May 1943
It seemed to me that one day we were fighting the Germans for every inch of ground; then suddenly, the Germans appeared before us in surrender, driving their own trucks with white flags flying, - thousands of them. Thanks to our air and sea power, the German supply lines had been severed, and we had inflicted the final blow needed to bring about the collapse of the Axis power in Africa. Rommel is said to be back in Germany.
Dick and I drove out to one of the camps where the Germans are being held and discovered there were over 38,000 in that one spot. The Allies are overwhelmed with prisoners. So much so, that we are having the Germans, themselves, set up their own prison camps: putting up the tents, setting up their own kitchens, and stringing the barbed wire around the enclosure. I found the prisoners to be docile, somewhat subdued, and visibly tired - no fight left.
When we left the German camp, we drove on through the village of Fonlga, near Ferryville. People were in the streets, greeting us with flowers and kisses. Some of us were lucky enough to be gifted with French bread!
16 May 1943
The Regiment has been pulled out of the city. Our command post was shifted to Djalta, situated between Mateur and Sedjenane, where the men will be clearing minefields. After the constant shelling and bombing of recent weeks, the quietness and peacefulness of this site seems almost unreal.
The hostilities may be over, but the danger of death remains. We had another one of our men killed by a mine. How many more will we lose as we clean up the mess left by the Germans?
24 May 1943
Colonel Caffey issued orders for the men to take a much-earned break. More than ready to take some time to clean up and relax, they have taken advantage of being near the Mediterranean and Lake Bizerte. Unfortunately, malaria has become a problem in some of the camps, and Max and Traywick have had their hands full.
Dick and I drove out to the Sedjenane Valley to where our 1st Battalion was clearing German minefields. The enemy left thousands of mines and trip wires in the valley; removing them is a tedious and dangerous mission. As our men began working the area, they discovered that the Germans had left many of their dead unburied. Since some of the bodies were booby-trapped, we have to be extremely cautious before moving them.
Burying these dead Germans, along with the few British and American bodies found, has kept Dick and me busy. At one spot, we came across nine British soldiers whose bodies had lain in the hot African sun so long that their skin had become leathered. From the position of their bodies and the remnants of vehicles on the road beyond, we could piece together their tragic story.
These nine had been riding in a Bren carrier, a small armored type car, traveling in a convoy. The Germans, dug in on high ground above the road, which was flanked by a minefield, had waited until the entire convoy cleared a curve before attacking. They must have knocked out the last car first, preventing retreat, and then moved up the line one by one until all the vehicles were destroyed.
These nine British had not been killed in the initial hit and had crawled into the minefields, heading toward the German positions. They had died as they were lined up, one behind the other. Those were brave men, those English soldiers who died facing the enemy!
Dick and I buried them in a shallow grave, and I said a prayer for them and the families they had left behind in England. We took their personal possessions with us, turning them over to the first British Commanding Officer we could find. I gave him the location of their graves and told him what my men and I had found, sharing with him our conclusions. He gave me a look of complete indifference, leaving me with the feeling that he resented my disturbing him. Those brave men deserved better than that!
28 May 1943
It was inevitable, especially after the phenomenal job that he has done - Colonel Caffey has been transferred! I know he deserves this promotion and the first star that comes with it, but we shall miss him. He has done an outstanding job with the 20th, developing both the men and officers into a strong team of combat engineers. His methods might be a little unorthodox, but we are all aware that had it not been for his training, our losses would have been greater. He leaves behind a group of men who respect him and who would follow anywhere he led. He left this message for them:
“This is the thing I have dreaded more than all the Germans in hell or Germany - to say goodbye to the brave and devoted soldiers of this Regiment, my only love in the Army. If I should live to be a thousand, every day I should have something different to remember you by - some piece of cussedness, some funny little side issue, some heartbreak, some job superbly done, some deed of bravery, some act of thoughtfulness or kindness or gentleness, or maybe a grin and a good morning from some recent member of “Company Q.” There is no use running on - everybody I know in the Army knows what I think about you. I am glad I can write this and run because I could never manage to say it to you - God bless you all and bring you safely home.
S/Eugene M. Caffey Colonel,
Corps of Engineers 25 May 1943”
30 May 1943
Everyone is feeling downcast. Not only has Colonel Caffey left, but also our faint hope of going home is gone. We have just learned that we have been assigned to support the 34th and 3rd Divisions and have been ordered to move to the south of Bizerte for assault training. This means one thing - another invasion! Somewhere in Europe, I suppose.
Our new commander is Colonel R. R. Arnold, a recent member of General Eisenhower’s General Staff in London. Rumor has it that he was sent here to get battlefield experience before he can be promoted. Eisenhower may regard him highly, but as far as we are concerned, Col. Arnold has some big shoes to fill. While he appears to have leadership potential, he is not an engineer.
6 June 1943
I was concluding my morning service when we heard a mine explode. I didn’t know it then, but our new commander, Colonel Arnold, had just been killed. He was leaning over to examine a German mine, when Lt. George Lutz stepped on a concealed trip wire. The mine exploded, killing the Colonel and leaving George with compound fractures of both legs and feet.
The Colonel is the only soldier I have buried in a casket. In respect to his position, some of the men put together a crude wooden box. We gave him full honors - as best we could - and then Dick and I took him down to the American cemetery in the Sedjenane Valley.
I shall never get accustomed to eating breakfast with a man and then burying him before lunch. This has happened too often in recent weeks. As I stood at the head of the Colonel’s grave, I glanced at the names and ranks of those Americans buried around him. From privates to colonels, death removes all rank and title.
When removing the personal effects from Arnold’s body, I found a highly secret paper related to our upcoming invasion. I immediately turned it over to our acting Commanding Officer, Lt. Col. White. All the rest of Arnold’s personal things were gathered together to be sent through Army channels to his next of kin. According to his dog tags he has a wife back in Virginia. What a sad task writing this letter will be for me.
14 June 1943
When I got back to camp this afternoon, I was told that General Eisenhower had been trying to reach me from his London headquarters. He had finally given up on talking to me personally and left a message for me. He is sending one of his staff members to interview me about Colonel Arnold’s death. The Colonel must have been special to Eisenhower to merit his personal attention.
16 June 1943
As soon as General Eisenhower’s emissary arrived, he began interviewing me about Arnold’s death. He asked me to drive him back to where I had buried the Colonel. It took us an entire day. After checking the dog tag, he took some pictures of the grave.
During our return drive, he asked me to turn over the Colonel’s personal effects so that he could return them to General Eisenhower. I was surprised at his request. That is highly irregular. Personal effects are always sent to the next of kin listed on the dog tags, which in Colonel Arnold’s case, was his wife.
“I have already sent them back through Army channels to his wife,” I explained. “But, even if I still had them, Army regulations wouldn’t allow me to turn them over to you or anyone else - not even General Eisenhower.”
“I understand,” he said. “It’s just that General Eisenhower sent me down here to confirm the Colonel’s death because of personal interest, having nothing to do with the Army. Eisenhower’s private driver, Kay Summersby, was supposed to marry Colonel Arnold once he divorced his wife, and she convinced the General that, as his fiancée, she should get the Colonel’s personal things. As you pointed out, you followed Army regulations. As far as I’m concerned the matter is settled.” He thanked me for my help and left for England as soon as we got back to camp.
As usual, speculating on where the invasion will land is the main topic of conversation: Italy, Sicily, Sardinia, or some other southern European point. All we know for sure is that our Regiment goes in D-Day plus four hours. Objective: capture a bridge over a given river or replace it if the Germans have already destroyed it.
Intelligence reports the presence of six enemy divisions in the area where we are to land - between 90,000 and 120,000 men. If that proves to be true, I fear the casualties may be high and am doing my best to prepare the men.
21 June 1943
During a break in training, several of us got together and made a trip into Tunis. I found the people friendly and more than happy to have our business. I managed to find a few trinkets for Alice and the children.
Thanks to George’s ability to charm the natives into exchanging Army rations for fresh fruit, nuts, and vegetables, we are eating better. He obtained, to our amazement, some ice. Several of our creative engineers quickly constructed a freezer, and Headquarters was blessed with a real treat - homemade ice cream.
A team of Rangers has been assigned to us for a few days. It’s a newly organized unit, consisting of hand-picked men who have received special training. These men can be deadly killers and the German Army has learned to fear these tough soldiers, calling them “killers with big pockets,” a reference to their custom-made uniforms covered with unique pockets. In an effort to familiarize our troops with the Rangers, they are being shifted from unit to unit during this training phase.
The young captain of the group assigned to us has impressed me. A devout Christian, he is highly respected by the members of his team. In talking with one of his officers, I learned why.
“I wasn’t a Christian when I joined the Captain’s team,” the officer explained, “but I am now, and it’s because of the Captain. After completing one of our missions, we found ourselves cut off from the Army and surrounded by Germans. The Captain pulled us together that night, prayed with us, and then gave us a map reference point, saying, ‘We’ll slip out, one at a time. Make your way through the Germans and meet at the reference point in the morning. I commit each of you into the hands of God.’ Every one of us made it safely through that enemy circle. We would follow the Captain anywhere.”
24 June 1943
While we were waiting to board our landing craft to carry out a “dry run” for the invasion, I was talking with Lt. Col. White, our acting C.O. Suddenly, he interrupted me and pointed toward the end of the dock. “Look,” he said. “That must be our new C.O.”
I turned to see for myself. I was flabbergasted. The approaching officer’s pack looked as if it was about to slip off, and he had his helmet on crooked. I knew he was a West Point graduate, fresh from the States, but he looked more like a raw recruit than like a Colonel. If personal appearance is an indicator of a commanding officer’s ability, it was clear Colonel E.K. Daley was no Caffey or Arnold.
I hastened over to introduce myself, wanting to talk with him before he was recognized by any more of our men. I quietly suggested he might want to make a few adjustments to his pack and helmet. He didn’t seem to take offense at my advice regarding his combat equipment. After requesting a meeting with him later, I accompanied him to where the rest of our staff was waiting to board our craft and then introduced him.
Later that day, while meeting with Colonel Daley, I learned that up until this assignment, he had been supervising camp construction back in the U.S. When war was declared, he had requested a transfer to a combat engineering unit; there had been no openings until now.
I knew I was way out of line, but knowing he carried the responsibility to direct a ship-to-shore invasion, I decided to be bold. His having no combat experience and no knowledge of his officers or men could prove to be tragic for all of us.
“You have a staff of experienced officers who have already proven themselves in battle, and they have the confidence of the men. You might want to let your staff direct this operation until you get comfortable with the procedures. Or at least check with them before issuing your orders.”
Daley appeared to appreciate my being so up front with him, and he assured me he would take my suggestions. I don’t know who was more relieved, the staff or I. Let’s hope he’s a fast learner.
28 June 1943
Even after boarding our LCI (Landing Craft Infantry), we didn’t leave the harbor until the next afternoon, at which time we sailed into the Mediterranean and joined the convoy. The inky-blue sea looked cool and enticing, but the sailors aboard said it was no place to swim - too many sharks.
Just before dark we made our practice landing onto the beach and hiked 16 long, hot miserable miles across the desert before reaching camp. For awhile I wasn’t sure I was going to make it, but my pride wouldn’t allow me the luxury of dropping out with those who couldn’t keep up.
By the time we reached camp, I couldn’t feel my feet. Dick, who had been sent ahead with the camp supplies, had hot water waiting for me. Did it ever feel good to soak my sore limbs!
Afterwards, I turned on my radio, hoping to find some relaxing music. Instead, I heard that sweet voice from Berlin, Sally of “Sally and Pete,” expressing her sympathy for all us poor soldiers who had been forced by their officers to suffer a 16 mile hike. Her spies failed to inform her that many of those officers had made that same march, among them, our own Colonel Daley.
4 July 1944
We’ve just been informed that we’re shipping out later today. Our staff has done its best to prepare Daley for combat conditions. While he is still a big question mark, we have confidence in our seasoned officers.
Earlier today, we had a special memorial service in honor of all the Americans who have died over here since our landing in November of 1942. Following that, the Commanding General of the 3rd Infantry Division held a July 4th program during which he awarded many well-deserved medals. The 20th Engineers Combat Regiment received a good share of them.
The 20th leaves North Africa a much different Regiment from that group of well-trained, but green, engineers who arrived here eight months ago. Confident of their abilities and proud of their country, these soldiers will not forget their buddies they leave behind. Never again will I see July 4th as just another holiday.
5 July 1943 - 8 November 1943
5 July 1943
Operation Husky has begun. Carrying our battle packs, we left camp and marched to the assembling area, where we boarded the trucks that transported us to the Port of Bizerte.
While waiting to board our landing craft, we hid in the woods. I doubt that we fooled the Germans. Every night Berlin has been broadcasting our activities of the day - today would be no exception.
At noon we marched, single file, to where our LCI was tied at the dock. The area was swarming with soldiers and landing crafts. Briefed and ready, our men know that some of us might not survive this invasion, but everyone appeared to be in good spirits - laughing and talking. You would never suspect their inner anxiety, but it was there - just hidden.
Our craft was only one of the hundreds of vessels moving into Lake Bizerte, and there were hundreds more across the lake that we couldn’t see. All these vessels will sail into the Mediterranean, where they will hook up with the rest of the convoy. I can’t find the words to describe the mixture of pride and apprehension I feel at being a part of this incredible, collective endeavor.
6 July 1943
The German bombers arrived around 4:00 A.M. We were not surprised; the enemy has known everything else we’ve been doing.
Everyone was ordered to remain below deck. Knowing that if we took a direct hit my chances of survival would be the same above or below deck, I decided to climb to the bridge.
The lake was ringed with British searchlights, creating a bowl of light. Thousands of antiaircraft guns began firing tracer bullets, sending streaks of blue, red, and white colored threads crisscrossing the sky. The German planes looked like silver fish darting in and out of the glare of swiveling searchlights. It was a strangely beautiful sight.
Behind me, a gunner yelled, “Here comes one!” I turned to see a bomber coming directly at us. All around me firing commenced, but the sailors failed to hit the plane before the pilot released his bomb. A feeling of resignation flowed over me as I watched a gray shell hurtling toward us. Then, miraculously, it exploded between our ship and the next, damaging neither vessel. The plane zoomed on over, but a minute later it was hit and went down in a burst of flames.
I continued to watch in awe as plane after plane dropped their load of bombs. The boom of explosions blended with the thunder of gun burst, creating a confusion of noises that echoed across the water.
It was unbelievable to learn this morning that our ships had suffered no casualties. The Germans, however, didn’t fare as well. All their planes went down.
7 July 1943
In an effort to mislead the enemy, we sailed south, moving away from Europe. It was dark by the time we arrived offshore of Sousse. Still aboard our craft, we were subjected to our first sirocco - a wind that hits you like a blast from an open steel furnace. I could feel the moisture being sucked from my body. The wind blowing from across the desert makes it extremely hot here.
The men read, played bridge, relaxed, and wrote letters home. What do you say to your loved ones, knowing these could well be your last words to them?
8 July 1943
We just thought our training was behind us. It was 125 degrees when we left the ship to make a grueling, eight-mile hike that took us through the center of Sousse. The signs of recent battle were evident in the badly damaged city. Before being served lunch by the British, we were allowed to stop for a welcome swim in the Mediterranean. After we had eaten, we marched back to our craft, where we were given our final briefing.
Now we know our final destination - it’s Sicily! We’re going in as part of the U.S. Seventh Army under the command of General Patton. Max and I must have been wrong about the General being in trouble with his superiors. Some of us who were under him in Africa are not excited about him being in charge.
Our unit will be landing with the 3rd Infantry Division at Licata, where we have the task of clearing the beach of mines. Some of the other American divisions will land at Gela and Scoglitti. Meanwhile, the British 8th Army, under Montgomery, will be landing at Syracuse on the southeast side of the island, from where they drive up the eastern coast to Messina.
Bombers from both the American and British forces will hit first. Then we will make our landing from the water. Only then will American paratroopers and British gliders drop in behind the enemy. Meanwhile, however, the U.S. Navy will shell the beaches before we take to the water. The weather is causing some concern - severe storms may be headed our way.
Colonel Daley appeared surprised to learn that I was going ashore with our assault unit. He expressed his amazement. “I find it strange for a chaplain to be going in with the first wave on a beach landing.”
“A chaplain should always be with his men,” I said.
“Well,” he said, “I’m proud to have a chaplain like you.”
Realizing he didn’t understand, I hastened to explain, “I’m not being heroic, Colonel. All Combat Chaplains go with their men, even in an assault landing. The men’s morale is a vital component of a chaplain’s responsibility.” He nodded his understanding, but I could tell it was a new idea to him.
There is a quietness among the troops. Everyone appears to be in a reflective mood. While I am not afraid for myself, I do fear the suffering my death would cause my family. Most of the men with whom I have spoken expressed the same feeling. I have placed myself in God’s hands and feel at peace.
9 July 1943
The storm caught up with us during the night, and almost everyone is seasick, including a number of sailors. I found myself the only one from our unit up for breakfast, and the galley was all but deserted.
The seas are running high and this landing craft is bobbing up and down like a cork. It is too late to change plans, and we go in - storm or no storm. Our armada has grown with the addition of another American convoy as well a British fleet. We hit the beaches at dawn tomorrow.
After eating, I joined the Captain on the bridge, wanting to check on the situation. He talked about the weather and the effect it was having on our craft. “The storm is making it difficult to handle my vessel. This LCI doesn’t draw much water, making it sit too high for good rudder control. We’re using both our diesel engines to steer, and so far I’ve been able to keep us in position within the convoy. My main concern, however, is the possibility of you men having to make your landing with a sea running this high.”
I agreed with his concern. Normally, we would expect to be dropped off into 3 feet of water from which we could wade ashore. With a full pack of combat gear on your back, a heavy sea can be deadly. It’s easy to drown when you are forced to swim with that much weight pulling you down. Let’s hope conditions improve by morning.
11 July, 1943
Yesterday, dawn broke with a bang! I stood on the topside watching the Navy doing its part to soften up the enemy. Our battleships were firing their big guns, sending shells arching into the beach. Explosion after explosion joined the bombs being dropped by the Air Corps. Meanwhile, the air was filled with tracers directed at the German bombers trying to reach the landing crafts where we waited. I wondered how anyone ashore could live through such a hail of fire.
Our LCI was ordered in just after sunup. As we moved toward shore, I experienced that same feeling of uncertainty one feels at the start of a football game. When the order sounded, “Prepare to land,” I saw Major Setliffe, now a Battalion Commander and champion swimmer from my alma mater, leap into the water, tow guideline in hand. Without thinking, I followed. Max was close behind.
I hit the water and immediately felt myself being pulled under. What happened to that three-foot depth, I wondered as I instinctively began to swim? My equipment was weighing me down, and I had to make a quick decision - shed it or take the chance of having the weight of it pull me under before I could reach the beach. Then I remembered the chocolate candy-bar stowed in my mess kit. Struggling through the rough water I continued to swim - pack intact. Reaching the beach, I dragged myself onto the sand, eased my pack off, and removed my shoes, emptying them of water. Then I opened my mess kit - there was my precious candy-bar floating in saltwater. I had saved that chocolate too long and too carefully to let a war or a little water ruin it; so with shells bursting all around and a recently hit landing craft burning nearby, I sat there in the sand and ate my treat.
Just as I finished, I looked up to see a German plane heading down the beach toward me - guns blazing. Having eaten my candy when I should have been digging a foxhole, I was in trouble. My only hope was a pile of barnyard manure piled up on the edge of the beach. I dived into it. The smell is still with me this morning.
We came close to losing Parker in the landing. He was spotted face down in the surf and Setliffe feared he had drowned. He and Max pulled the unconscious GI onto the sand, where Max began trying to revive him. Suddenly, Max jerked back and gave us all a grin. “He’s alive; he bit me!”
The Germans and Italians along our stretch of beachhead evidently left in a hurry; we found evidence of their hasty departure, including shaving equipment still sitting where it had been in use when we struck. Having come ashore with only the equipment on our backs, the abandoned blankets were an unexpected find. I even spotted a new doll, still in its package, among some of the personal belongs scattered around. I tucked it into my pack, knowing that Anne might enjoy having it.
We set up Regiment Headquarters on a high point just off the beach. I am sitting under an olive tree, surrounded by an almond grove, looking down on Licata. Before me, our fleet stretches across the sea to the horizon. Two of our ships, some distance from the shore, are burning. One is a LST that was hit this morning, but the other just blew up. It’s too far out for me to determine what kind it was. When you see a ship or plane destroyed you have the tendency to think of it as a thing. You sometimes forget about the men on board - their lives, their families.
The German Luftwaffe has airfields here in Sicily, as well as across the strait in Italy, and we have been under bomb attack all day. Our planes are forced to fly from African fields, and this limits their time over us. Even at that, our pilots have done a superb job protecting us.
Licata is small and can handle only a few of our smaller ships, so the bulk of our supplies and men are coming in over the beach. It’s a slow-moving task and gives the Germans numerous select targets, which they are making the most of right now.
Because of the terrain, the German planes are able to remain undetected until the very last moment. They skim over the mountains just above ground level as they approach the beach; then drop below the cliffs to make their target runs. The Navy commences firing the minute they spot a plane, continuing to fire as the plane swoops down the beach parallel to the shore. Unfortunately, our troops ashore are sustaining casualties from our own Navy fire. We’re discovering that our own shrapnel is almost worse than the German bombs.
A few minutes ago, one of those German bombers came in to attack two of our destroyers tied up at the docks. The plane appeared out of nowhere and zoomed by just below where I am sitting. He was so close I could see the expression on the pilot’s face as he brought his plane into the run. Luckily, he released his bombs too soon. About then, the Navy got him in their sights and began to shoot his plane apart. I could see that the German was fighting his controls in an effort to get his plane out of its bombing pattern, but it was too late. The plane burst into flames and plunged into the sea before he could bail out. He may have been the enemy but that glimpse of his face made him a real person to me. I couldn’t help but think of him as someone’s son or husband. It was not a good feeling.
12 July 1943
Last night turned into a nightmare; one from which we have still not recovered. Late yesterday afternoon we received orders telling us to hold our antiaircraft fire after dark because American transports would be flying over our position on their way to make a crucial, inland paratrooper drop in preparation for our inland drive. Later that evening, I had just finished digging my foxhole and was standing beside it, talking to Col. Daley, when we heard the drone of planes flying over. We assumed it was our transports until the flares and bombs started falling. It was a German bombing raid.
The Colonel beat me to my foxhole, so I did the next best thing; hugged a tree. All around us, our artillery began firing as clusters of parachute flares drifted down, casting a blue-white light along the shoreline and out across the water. The ground shook with the impact of exploding bombs. Shrapnel began raining down on us as the Navy fired an umbrella of tracers at the enemy swarming overhead. It wasn’t until I saw blood spreading across my hand that I realized that I had been hit. It didn’t appear to be a major injury, so I decided to remain put until the raid was over. Staying alive seemed more important at the moment.
Offshore, the sky was illuminated by the Germans’ parachute flares, exploding bombs, and the flash of ships’ guns. I knew the Navy was giving it all they had. Suddenly, I could hear the roar of a plane coming in low. I looked up, expecting to see a crippled German bomber, and found myself staring at the underside of a huge plane, a U.S. star on its wing. It was one of our C-47 transports coming over - right through the German bombing! I turned and yelled as loud as I could, hoping to catch the attention of one of the gunners surrounding me. “It’s our transports! We’re shooting down our own planes!” The gunner nearest to me heard and stopped firing, but the air was filled with tracers as the guns up and down the beachhead continued to fire.
The German planes continued to swarm over us, wave after wave, targeting our ships offshore and our unloaded supplies still stacked on the beaches. Even after the raid ended and everything quieted down, we have no way of knowing what damage might have been inflicted by us on our own people in the air. Had our transports managed to get through safely?
Just after dawn I spotted a lone German plane flying high overhead, headed out to sea. It passed over our ships before turning and coming in low over them. Every Navy gun within range opened fire. The pilot somehow managed to make it through their barrage without taking a single hit. The plane appeared to be headed straight toward me. I hit the ground. Luckily, at the last minute he swerved to my right and came in for a rough landing in a nearby tomato field. What we had all assumed to be an enemy plane was an American P-51!
I raced across the field to where the plane rested on its side, expecting to pull out a dead pilot. Instead, I found a grinning lieutenant; his face covered with blood. He had made it safely through the Navy’s barrage, only to hit his head on the instrument panel when he landed.
He climbed out on his own, still grinning. “I had finished my strafing run on the other side of Sicily and was already over the Mediterranean, heading back to my base in Africa, when I ran out of gas; so I turned back. When I realized I would have to glide in over the Navy, I knew I was in big trouble. Man, can they threw up a sheet of fire! I never thought I’d make it through those tracers. It’s a miracle I’m alive!”
He was one lucky flyer! I got Traywick to patch him up, after which he hitched a ride with the Navy back to Africa.
Not long after that, I saw a GI chasing what I thought must be a German soldier. The American disappeared into a barn and a few seconds later I heard a shot. Then the GI reappeared with his victim - one dead chicken. That was one soldier who would be having his enemy for dinner.
13 July 1943
Flea powder is going to be in great demand. Last night we discovered, the hard way, that those blankets we captured were full of fleas. I’m covered in bites. Between that and my bandaged sore hand, I didn’t sleep well.
Yesterday, the Regiment shifted its camp so that we would be nearer to Licata. We’ve been assigned three different duties: working on the docks, relieving the 3rd Ranger Battalion of police and guard duty in Licata, and setting up defense for the area. Since landing, all that infantry training has been put to use.
One of my “finds” was rice and canned German beef - 1939 Argentina canned. I offered to cook supper for the Colonel and his staff since George hadn’t yet arrived. He and Dick, along with most of the other support staff, will be transported over later, along with the rest of our equipment. Using a captured iron skillet, I managed to serve up my version of a Creole meal: French Creole sauce over rice, fresh tomato salad from the nearby fields, and newly picked ripe almonds for desert. We all agreed that it was a welcome relief from “K” Rations.
As I sit on the cliff overlooking the sea, I see a large convoy passing just off port. About an hour ago, the Navy brought down two planes making a run on them. Unfortunately, the Luftwaffe will be back in force tonight.
I wonder where those ships will dock. Not at Licata; too small a port. After three days of constant fighting and three nights of relentless bombing, we desperately need the fresh troops that are on those transports.
The sky, not yet dark, is pale lavender. A half moon is faintly visible as the sun disappears beyond the western horizon. Below, the sea is calmly lapping the marble-white beach - a beach still mined. The deep blue is slowly changing to green under the goodnight kisses of the sun. Now the sea appears to be blushing and streaks of gold highlight the surface as the wind begins to whip up small waves.
How serene it appears to my eyes. But my ears detect the sounds of war: the roar of planes passing overhead, the thundering of nearby artillery as it searches out the enemy. As I sit here watching God paint this beautiful sunset, I am saddened at the realization that man can spoil it with his lust for power.
15 July, 1943
The Regiment has been shifted from Infantry duty to salvage operations. Shaving kits and blankets weren’t the only things the enemy left behind in their haste to retreat. Artillery, antiaircraft weapons, tanks, small arms, ammunition, and supplies of all kinds are now being collected and stacked along the beach. The line extends for miles.
A small cemetery has been established near Licata, and today I assisted the 3rd Division’s Chaplain, who is Catholic, in conducting a funeral for those from his unit who were killed during the past few days. In addition to his 25 men, we buried a German flyer whose body had washed up on the beach. Was this the young man I had seen shot down over the harbor?
Last night Colonel Daley shared with us the grim news that our Battalion gunners weren’t the only ones who failed to recognize those were U.S. planes flying over us during the bombing raid. Of the 144 American transports flying, 23 were destroyed and 37 others badly damaged - shot down by our own guns. We killed over 220 of our own men! I was appalled at such a needless loss of American lives.
This morning, when I was given my Purple Heart for being “wounded in battle,” I couldn’t help but think of those paratroopers. I felt ashamed at being given a medal for wounds that were slight in comparison to what those men had suffered. I couldn’t help but think that these medals should be reserved for the more seriously wounded and for those whose lives are lost.
18 July 1943
We broke camp and are on the move again. Last night, Agrigento, northwest of Licata, was captured, and the Regiment moved in to police the city, remove mines, repair roads, make bypasses, put the railroad back into operation, and rebuild the bridges destroyed by the retreating German Army. Our Companies are scattered throughout the area.
While the Germans continue to fight, even as they retreat, many of the Italians in our sector, in an effort to avoid capture, are shedding their uniforms and fading back into the civilian population. We don’t care because it means fewer persons to guard and feed. Besides, they appear to be harmless.
One Italian soldier, dressed in full-dress uniform, stepped onto the road and stopped my jeep. He wanted to surrender; said he wanted to go to America. When I finally got it across to him that I was a Chaplain and was not allowed to take prisoners, he looked disappointed. All I could do was direct him to our nearest camp.
19 July 1943
Since landing, we have been on the move, spending no more than two nights in any one place. With the men so scattered, it’s been impossible to hold services. All I can do is touch base with as many of our units as possible.
At the moment we are camped on the Nasco River, four miles east of Agrigento, where some of the men are in the process of throwing a bridge across the river. Looking up, I can see an ancient Greek ruin sitting on a towering cliff on the other side of the river. According to my map it’s the Temple of Juno. I was on my way to get a closer look at it until I noticed signs of mines and realized the road had not yet been cleared. I immediately turned back.
I did get a chance to tour Agrigento before we pulled out. I thought it a picturesque city, perched on a mountain peak, overlooking the sea and surrounding valleys. I was told by one of the local Sicilians that they built their town high for three reasons: protection from pirates, to get away from the malaria mosquitoes, and to escape the oppressive summer heat.
I saw evidence that Agrigento had been heavily fortified with pillboxes, guns, and tanks, which should have made it costly to take. But for some reason, the Axis troops stationed there had given up with a minimum of fighting.
The Colonel just came by to tell me we’ve been ordered to pack up and pull out immediately. All he knows is that there has been a sudden change in plans. Several of the men wondered if it had anything to do with that disastrous paratrooper drop.
22 July 1943
We’ve been on the move since the 19th, pushing hard down dusty, gravel roads. The Regiment has been split for this drive; some units assigned to the 2nd Armored Division, while the rest of us remain with the 3rd Infantry Division. There has been a strategy shift. Patton has ordered an all-out push for Palermo.
We have heard rumors that Montgomery stayed in Syracuse too long waiting to build up his supplies, and that the Germans have taken advantage of that delay by building up their forces in his sector. We may end up having to rescue Montgomery’s troops!
23 July 1943
Yesterday, we were hiding in a draw in the hills outside of Palermo, awaiting orders, when Lt. Col. White arrived. It was noon and we hadn’t eaten since early morning. When the question of feeding the men was raised, he let out a string of profanity, announced that there would be no food, and ordered everyone to “Be ready to move out immediately.” Then, hopping back into his jeep, he drove off in a cloud of dust. I could hear the enlisted men grumbling, one saying, “I hope that --- hits a mine and gets killed!”
Just before we pulled out, a rider rode up crying, “Medicos, Medicos!” I jumped into the car with Max and away we went. Within minutes we were at the edge of a minefield, where we could see Lt. Col. White’s jeep out in the middle of the field, turned on its side. It looked as if that GI may have gotten his wish.
Leaving the car behind, Max and I, along with two other men from the unit, picked our way carefully across the field to where White, seriously wounded but still alive, lay near the jeep. When I stooped down beside him, he looked up, blood pouring down his face and managed to whisper, “Don’t let Chappie steal my new rifle.” I looked down at the remnants of his carbine that lay beside him and smiled. At least he was still able to jest in spite of the pain.
Once we had gotten him onto a stretcher, we retraced our path to safety. How we managed to walk in and out, carrying the Lt. Col. on that stretcher, without setting off a mine can only be understood as a miracle of God. Today, one of our companies removed over a thousand mines from that area!
Earlier today, we reached the outskirts of Palermo, where we stopped to await the final orders to move into the city. I sat listening to the BBC and was surprised to hear that, according to their broadcast, our troops were still fifteen miles away from Palermo. They were wrong. The first wave of the 3rd Infantry was already in the city. The speed with which we reached Palermo appears to not only have taken the enemy by surprise, but the BBC as well. No one can question the American Army’s fighting ability now!
24 July 1943
Headquarters was in a state of confusion when it came time to move out. No one could find Colonel Daley and, with our second-in-command wounded, there was no one there to give orders. Since I was the only officer in camp at the time, I was the only one available to get us into Palermo and bedded down. My previous Army training was put to some use. Now I shall be able to say I commanded troops in the war! Don’t think I’ll share that bit of news with the Chief of Chaplains, however.
25 July 1943
We finally located the Colonel and have gotten Headquarters back with the rest of the Regiment. We also got word that Lt. Col. White’s wounds weren’t as bad as first feared. Getting him to a field hospital so quickly saved his life. He won’t be sent home, and he hopes to be back with the Regiment soon. The Lt. Col. may be a profane, harsh and sometimes unsympathetic man, but he is a good soldier. With our C.O. having so little combat experience, we need White.
Dick has arrived, having come in from Africa with the rest of our staff. Along with our equipment, he brought the mail. I was thrilled to have several letters from Alice.
26 July 1943
Even though units from the 3rd Infantry entered the city on the 22nd, Patton officially captured Palermo today - for the newsmen. Some of our men from the 20th, with a bottle of Italian wine in one hand and a Sicilian girl at their side, stood on the street watching the General make his grand entrance. He rode in with his tanks, complete with his two pearl-handled pistols strapped to his sides like a Western outlaw, and to us he looked ridiculous. Accompanying him were the newsmen and cameramen, busy recording the great liberator’s moment for the newspapers and newsreels back home.
27 July 1943
Dick and I drove around Palermo today. Only sections of it have been destroyed, but those areas are in shambles. Other parts, especially some of the residential streets, remain intact; and from the appearance of many of the homes, I would say this must have been a wealthy city.
We drove up into the mountains just outside the city to get a better look and encountered a number of locals traveling in their colorful two-wheeled carts. So ornate that they remind me of circus wagons, these beautifully decorated wagons reflect the Sicilian’s love of art.
Headquarters is camped under the trees in a botanical park located near the docks. The artistically arranged beds of flowers are filled with blooming plants, which are saturating the air with a delightful fragrance. We do have one complaint - ants. They are all over the place. Wanting to get some sleep tonight, I put a ring of ant powder around my pup tent in hopes that they will not cross the line.
As usual, our companies are scattered. At the port we have units working on dock repairs, while others are operating the tugboats being used by the Navy to move in supply ships. Meanwhile, the rest of the Corps is camped in the western side of the city, where they are working on the roads: improving bypasses, constructing culverts, and removing mines and debris.
I just heard over my radio that Mussolini has resigned. News of his removal will be a boost to troop morale. Now, if only the other European nations would throw off Hitler’s yoke, it might shorten the war.
30 July 1943
Our dentist, Captain Kotab, knows that I am interested in art. He had made a point of telling me that one of Europe’s famous artists lived in Palermo, and I was thrilled when Kotab made arrangements for us to visit his studio.
When we arrived at the artist’s home, which also served as his studio, I discovered that our visit was not welcomed. The Italian let us know, in no uncertain terms, that he considered himself a “prisoner,” who had no choice but to show us his work. He did so, begrudgingly.
What Kotab had deliberately not told me was that this particular artist was known for his nudes. I made a point of not showing any reaction, which I think disappointed the Captain, who had planned this as a joke on me. The work was exceptional, but I didn’t think my congregation back home would appreciate my purchasing one of his canvases for my collection.
1 August 1943
Near our camp is an underground shelter that was built by the Germans. When the Germans began bombing the harbor just before dawn, Colonel Daley suggested we take cover in it. Some of us, caught up in the drama being played out below us in the harbor, never made it to the bunker.
When a bomb penetrated the deck of a ship loaded with ammunition, shells went off like Roman candles and tracer bullets sent trails of red, white, and blue in all directions, creating a massive fireworks display. Nearby, a trainload of ammo joined the fireworks when it took a direct hit.
In the harbor, gun crews scrambled to their weapons and began firing into the dark skies, attempting to down the German planes that continued to drop bomb after bomb. Along the docks, our gunners joined the defense, finding it difficult to spot the enemy swarming overhead in the dark. Bombs continued to find their targets and explosion after explosion reverberated around me. I watched in horror as all the members of one of our own regiment gun crews on the wharf were killed when their position took a hit. The raid lasted over two hours, leaving us all shaken.
This morning I received word that I was needed aboard the destroyer, Mayrant, which had been badly damaged during the raid. They had sustained a number of casualties on board and they wanted to make arrangements to remove them for burial on shore. When I met with the staff, I learned that the crew had been unable to recover the bodies of all the men. There was still one flooded section being pumped. I agreed to return later for those bodies.
Before leaving the ship, I met and had coffee with Franklin Roosevelt, Jr., one of President Roosevelt’s sons and an officer on the Mayrant. He showed deep concern for his men and left me with the impression that he was a compassionate, dedicated leader.
2 August 1943
Because our teams have been reassigned and are now scattered outside the city, we moved Headquarters twenty-five miles northeast to be nearer to them. The men are working on everything from clearing mines to rebuilding the bridges and roads the Germans destroyed.
We’ve confiscated a deserted villa we found tucked into the hillside above the Mediterranean. It may have been a beautiful estate at one time, but the peeling paint and overgrown gardens reveal the neglect it has suffered since its owners fled. The setting, however, is enchanting.
From where I sit on the veranda, the sea looks as if it is swallowing the setting sun. The sound of the waves gently washing the sands below drifts up to me, making me melancholy. Homesickness has overtaken us all. “Going home” is all the men talk of when they get together. But deep down, I think we’ve come to realize that it may be a long, long time before any of us see our families again.
4 August 1943
It’s back to Palermo, where we’re housed in a hotel on the side of a mountain, a facility that was used as the Germans’ headquarters. During the night we found ourselves the target of enemy bombers, but only one shell managed to hit its mark, inflicting minor damage to one corner of the building. The attack did deprive us of sleep.
What’s puzzling us is the fact the Allies haven’t brought in antiaircraft lights. They were extremely effective in North Africa. Palermo, which is a major port, will continue to be a prime target, and our gunners are handicapped by not being able to see the attacking planes in the dark.
To buy time for the bulk of their army to escape back to Italy, the retreating German troops are contesting every mile. The fighting has gotten fierce on the narrow, twisting roads that are cut into the mountainside and dotted with tunnels and bridges that can easily be defended and then destroyed as they retreat. All it takes is a few well-placed sticks of TNT left behind and a bridge is blown, a tunnel blocked, or a section of a road is sent into the sea. Our engineers must work like mad to span these gaps so that Allied tanks and trucks can move the troops forward in pursuit of the enemy. The use of prisoners on some of these construction jobs has been so successful that our Regiment has organized its own PW stockade.
Under these conditions, it has been difficult for Dick and me to visit our units, but with our casualties on the rise, I feel it is important to check on them. The field hospitals are filled, and the Air Corps is flying the wounded back to North Africa on a daily basis.
Last night Max, Traywick, and I had a special treat - a regular feast. We were invited to have dinner with Mrs. Whitaker, an English lady living here in Sicily. Her husband, now dead, made his fortune in American railroads and Sicilian imports. Not wanting to desert her elegant home, she chose to ride out the war. She has two daughters who are still in Rome, and is concerned about their safety.
Ignoring the fact that she was in the middle of a war zone, she served dinner in style, complete with butler. A gracious hostess, she seemed sincere in her appreciation of our gift of tea. She had been unable to obtain any since the war began.
She shared with us stories of her earlier life in England, as well as her recent years in Italy and Sicily. The three of us told her about America and our families.
During our exchange, Mrs. Whitaker asked if we could explain something that had always puzzled her about Americans. “Why,” she asked, “do you put your tea leaves in small bags, why do you pour boiling water over your tea leaves only to turn around and add ice, and why do you add lemon juice to make it sour and then add sugar to make it sweet?”
What could we say? “That’s just the American way.”
10 August 1943
It’s not uncommon to have officers from other units to drop by around mealtime if they are away from their own camp. So, when two, black Air Corps officers stopped by Regiment Headquarters at noon, I invited them to join us for lunch.
When the Colonel spotted them waiting with me outside the mess tent, he called me over and asked about them. After I had explained, he shocked me by saying, “They’ll have to wait until we’ve eaten; then we’ll feed them.” He is a New Yorker; I assumed he would not have shown prejudice.
About that time, the staff, mostly Southerners, began arriving. Noticing the Air Corps officers hadn’t joined us inside, they asked why. When I explained about the Colonel’s orders one of our officers turned in disgust and marched over to Col. Daley. “Colonel, if those men can’t eat with us, we won’t eat with you!” Daley, somewhat taken back, immediately reversed his instructions.
16 August 1943
I am aware that Patton is held in high regard by some of his men, but his recent actions only reinforce my low opinion of him. I was incensed when Max and Traywick told me about two recent incidents. Both occurred at a field hospital, and in both cases Patton struck the soldiers involved; one GI was ill with malaria and the other was suffering from shell shock. Apparently, Patton blew his top upon discovering them in a hospital without any visible wounds, yelled at them and struck them across the face. He even waved his pistol in the face of the shell-shocked soldier, threatening to shoot him. There is no justification for the General’s behavior. Max was furious, as were all the other doctors involved. They are determined that the top brass gets informed about Patton’s inexcusable, hothead behavior.
18 August 1943
Yesterday, our troops finally reached Messina, where we met up with the British, who had been pushing up the other side of the island. Unfortunately, the rugged terrain of northeast Sicily, combined with the delaying tactics of the retreating enemy, slowed down the Allied pursuit, making it possible for the Germans and Italians to evacuate thousands of their men and much of their equipment across the strait to Italy before we could stop them. There is little rejoicing over this victory. We may have taken Sicily, but we lost too many of our men in the process and too many Germans escaped to fight us again.
Even with the fighting over, the Regiment is still in high gear. This is not the time for our companies to relax - too many mines to be removed, roads to be put back into service, railroads to be made operable, and ports to be restored. On and on it goes! Our units are so scattered across the countryside that I find myself having to crisscross the northern half of Sicily to reach them. Dick and I have been determined to visit as many camps as possible.
29 August 1943
Malaria finally caught up with me. After a week of being out of commission, I am feeling better and able to appreciate our newest campsite. We bivouacked adjacent to a grove of lemon trees loaded with fruit, pitching our tents so they are sheltered from the sun by large olive trees. Just below, a stream flowing into the sea bisects a narrow stretch of beach. I managed to make it down for a dip in the warm saltwater, after which, I took advantage of the freshwater shower the men have rigged up - an elevated barrel with a sprinkler head attached.
Yesterday, an American bomber made a perfect landing on our small stretch of sand. No one was hurt, but it will be necessary for the Navy to recover the aircraft since this beach is not long enough for a take off. The plane had taken a hit over Italy, lost fuel, and couldn’t make it back to an Allied landing field.
While waiting for their ride, the crew spent some time visiting with us, exchanging stories with our men. Afterwards, one of our young engineers commented, “Gee, I wouldn’t have your job. It’s too dangerous.”
The airman shook his head, looked amazed. “My job? What about yours? Everybody knows combat engineers have one of the highest casualty rates in the Army. I’ll take my chances in the skies.”
Their exchange reminded me of an incident that occurred as we were leaving Africa. Before we shipped out, I made a final visit to our men still in the field hospital there. One of them, after learning from me that we were shipping out, walked out of the hospital without permission and made his way back to his unit in time to board the landing craft. When his C.O. realized what he had done, he fined him $5 for going AWOL from the hospital and then paid his fine for him.
30 August 1943
Max is in love, and the men are having a ball kidding him. He was always belittling love, saying it was merely a passing mood that never lasted. I would tease him, predicting, “Max, one of these days you’ll fall in love, and when you do, it’ll hit you from left field and you won’t know what happened.” I think that day has come. He reminds me of a sixteen-year-old in love for the first time. I do believe his face glows!
That little nurse, Elizabeth, with the 59th Evacuation Hospital, that he left back in Casablanca was shifted to Sicily. Max manages to find all kinds of excuses to drive the twenty-five miles into Palermo. Our hospitalized men are suddenly getting daily attention from him. We’re having fun giving him a hard time. Max is a great guy, and I’m happy for him.
1 September 1943
It was four years ago today that the Germans invaded Poland and started this war. We all hope and pray that the conflict will be brought to an end before it becomes five.
It’s hard to be away from our families this long, and we tend to dwell on it between campaigns when we have more time to think. It seems an eternity since I last saw Alice and the children, and I miss them. My heart goes out to Traywick, who barely saw his first child before being shipped out.
We are the occupying army of a former enemy territory, and that fact was brought home to me this week. Concerned that our Catholic men haven’t had a priest to serve them, since I’m their only chaplain, I approached the Colonel, who is himself a Catholic, about the possibility of asking one of the local clergy to hold Mass for our Catholic men and our Italian prisoners. He thought that was a good idea, so Dick and I drove into the mountains to where we had spotted a church sitting atop a peak.
We were left “cooling our heels” for some time, and when the Father in charge finally received us, he was anything but gracious. I explained my errand, making sure that he understood that my Colonel had authorized the request. He refused to cooperate, letting me know in no uncertain terms that neither he nor any of his priests would hold Mass for Americans or our prisoners. Dick was upset by the rude way we were treated and didn’t hesitate to express that.
I drove back to camp anticipating the reaction of our Irish Colonel. I was correct; he blew his top.
“Get back up that mountain and inform the Father that I consider him and all his priests up there prisoners-of-war. A jeep will be driving up that road Sunday morning to pick up a priest and that jeep better have a priest in it when it returns!”
We had Mass on Sunday - one for the Americans and one for the Italian prisoners. I don’t anticipate any more trouble from the local clergy.
3 September 1943
The Colonel has just reassured us that the 20th won’t be a part of the invasion the Allies are about to launch against Italy. We’re relieved at not being included in this one.
8 September 1943
The BBC has been reporting that the Italian Government has surrendered. We couldn’t help but think our victory here in Sicily convinced the Italians that, even with the Germans at their side, they wouldn’t be able to stop the Allies. We have American troops approaching the Italian shores even at this moment. From what we understand, the Germans, not the Italians, control the area where they are landing, and Hitler has given no hint of giving up. I fear the battle for Europe has only just begun.
No one has any idea how much longer the 20th will remain in Sicily, nor where we will be sent next. All we do know is that it won’t be the Italy, and it doesn’t look as if it will be the U.S.
20 September 1943
Today is Alice’s and my eleventh wedding anniversary. I can only pray that we’ll be together on our twelfth. I miss her so much.
22 September 1943
Captain Kotab and I drove over to Randazzo. Located near Mount Etna, this was one of the hub cities used by the Germans to delay our drive. We were astounded at the total destruction - looks as if a giant plow has turned the city under.
We were there to meet with the British officer in charge of the “Red Cap,” a group that is responsible for restoring a captured town’s facilities, feeding its civilians, and providing medical care for its populace. When we met him, he explained that he had been chosen for Randazzo because he spoke the local language.
He shared with us his frustrations and told of his anger over the negative attitudes and verbal abuses he and his Red-Cap team is being subjected to from the citizens they are trying to help. The Sicilians, unaware that he understands them, constantly curse the British, blaming them for the destruction of their town. He confessed that on one occasion he reached his limit and lashed out at a lady he heard cursing a worker, telling her, “I am from Doventry, England, where my wife taught in the school my children attended. They were all in class when the Germans came over and deliberately bombed that building, and they were all three killed. Randazzo chose to give aid to the Germans, while many other Sicilian towns didn’t, so the Allies destroyed your city.”
We had tea with him, and as we were leaving he stated, “I don’t hate these people, even though they supported the Germans, but I do hate the Germans.”
Kotab and I left Randazzo, agreeing that there are no winners in war - only tragedy on all sides. As we reached the outskirts of the city, we passed two Allied planes that had been shot down by the Germans and crashed, destroying several homes as it went down. That sight only confirmed our feelings.
We left Randazzo and headed toward Mount Etna. What a contrast the mountain was to the destruction we had seen earlier. In between the lava beds and the planted vineyards, wild flowers covered the sides of the mountain. Because of the ground warmth coming from the mountain itself, some spots appeared almost tropical. One wonders how secure it is for these farmers to be living on the sides of an active volcano.
2 October 1943
We moved our command post back to Palermo. This time we’re camped north of the city in an area that reminds me of Camp Pickett, including the rain and mud.
Rumors come first; then the orders. This time we’re hearing that we may be headed for England with Patton, who may be forming a new Seventh Army in preparation of an invasion. Most of the troops from the 7th who were here in Sicily with us were transferred to the Fifth Army, which is presently fighting in Italy. While Patton doesn’t sound good to me, England does. We’ve come to the conclusion that none of us will be going home until the war in Europe is ended.
I had assumed the men would be allowed to attend services on Sunday once the fighting was over, but Colonel Daley has put our companies, even for the smallest task, on a seven-day shift, sometimes on a twenty-four hour schedule. Everyone has concluded that he’s trying to make points with the “Big Brass.” His lack of self-confidence is obvious; he stands in awe of rank.
The men have begun to grumble about our present assignment and the pace Daley has them working. For one thing, they feel the Italians should be doing these jobs now, not a highly trained Combat Engineer Regiment.
Only after I complained to the Colonel, pointing out that he managed to provide the men with plenty of liquor and women but no time to attend services, did he allow me to hold services last Sunday- the first held in over a month. The large number in attendance and the warmth of the services verified my stand.
Max and Traywick have expressed their concerns about the rapid increase in venereal disease among the troops. Patton had issued orders that all the men on leave must be given the names of houses of prostitution. I talked with the chaplains from several of the other units, and we sent a formal protest to Patton. When we got no response, we threatened to go over his head. Only then did he agree to modify his orders. Now they stipulate that the men are to be given the address of the prophylactic stations, which he has ordered to be operated by the Army in “specified brothels.” It’s not what we wanted, but it was better than nothing.
8 October 1943
A detail made up of one officer and 37 men from “A” Company flew to Corsica to remove mines and assist the French in clearing the island of the enemy. Since it was the Germans and Italians who laid the explosives, some of our engineers suggested that the prisoners ought to be the ones removing them. After all, as one GI put it, “They know where they put them.” Most of our Regiment losses have come during mine removal.
23 October 1943
The units stay scattered, keeping me going constantly in my effort to stay in contact with as many Companies as possible. Dick and I are definitely seeing the island. The 2nd Battalion has been up at Trapani, where they are building an airfield, and we drove up to check on them. The valley through which we drove was pictorial, but the destruction to that coastal city was complete, especially the railroad junction. Air power can be a terrible thing!
Occasionally we come across a historical site, and if we have the time, we take a quick tour. One such place was the catacombs where crusaders had been buried. The bodies of Barbarossa the Red and Frederick I of Germany were undisturbed, but bombs had destroyed some of the underground tunnels and the bodies in them were exposed.
Upon leaving one ancient Catholic Church in which the walls and altar were decorated with millions of dollars worth of gold, Dick and I were greeted with the sight of half-starved children searching my jeep. When they spotted us, they looked up in fear and backed off. Unable to ignore the emaciated bodies and lifeless eyes, I called them back, pointing to the Chaplain’s cross on my shirt and jeep. They came back, reluctantly, still not certain what I was going to do. I had made it a practice to carry food with me, and when I gave them all the rations I had in my jeep, their radiant smiles outshone all that gold I had just seen adorning the walls of the church.
8 November 1943
We’ve been ordered to be ready to move out at a moment’s notice. Everything is packed and ready to go except for the three candles I have burning to keep me warm. Outside, the rain is coming down hard. We’re leaving Sicily tonight – as usual, destination unknown.
9 November 1943 - 13 May 1944
9 November 1943
It was still raining when we finally broke camp; so by the time we had our tents down, our gear on our back, and were marching toward the harbor, we were thoroughly soaked and completely covered with mud. Once on board the transport, we had to get cleaned up before we could settle into our quarters; consequently it was 1 A.M. when I finally crawled into bed. I was exhausted.
I woke up this morning with a throbbing headache. Max didn’t look as if he felt much better. I’m not sure which was worse on him - being on a ship or having to leave Elizabeth behind in Sicily. He has no idea when, or if, they will see each other again.
I was concerned we would leave before our team got back from Corsica, but they managed to get into Palermo just before we boarded. As we had feared, they had casualties - one killed and five wounded.
Our transport, the ASAT Sloterdyke, is a Dutch freighter that was taken over by the British and later leased to the U.S. Army. Max, Major Argus, lst Lt. Lund, and I are sharing a cabin. It may be a little crowded, but each of us has a bunk, which is more than the enlisted men have below deck. They are sleeping in hammocks.
Our ship is still in the harbor, and earlier this evening we had an air alert, but no planes were sighted. After what we’ve been eating in the field, the fresh potatoes and roast beef served for dinner was beyond description. I’m ready now for a hot shower and bed. Last night’s lack of sleep has caught up with me.
10 November 1943
We were scheduled to be at sea by this morning, but our skipper is stalling, attempting to obtain 14 additional machine guns. En route to Palermo, this convoy lost two ships to torpedo planes, and he wants better on-board protection for his vessel. But as usual, the red tape has been overwhelming, and I think the Captain may be ready to give up on it.
What concerns me is the fact that we have five loaded troop-ships docked side-by-side, offering the Germans a perfect target. Why are the Army and Navy doing such a foolish thing? One well-placed bomb could wipe out 10,000 men at one time.
Today was quiet - no mud, rain, or cold - only good food. I spent my time reading, talking with the men, and playing a little bridge with Max. The tranquility of it seems almost unreal.
Our destination remains top secret, but we’re convinced it’s not Italy. If we were going into combat, we’d be taking more equipment, not just our personal gear. Max and I have concluded that we’re headed for England because of the orders stipulating that no dogs were to be brought on board. The British are noted for prohibiting canine entry.
11 November 1943
We finally sailed. As the ship pulled back from the dock, I joined a group of our men standing at the rail. We had just cleared the harbor entrance when Col. Daley spotted a dog on deck. Unfortunately for Max, the Colonel recognized it as one belonging to our medics. Daley was more than a little angry. He stomped off the deck and sent word that he wanted to see Max in his cabin immediately - seasick or not. As far as Daley was concerned, as Chief of Surgeons, Max was responsible for the medical staff’s actions.
After verbally dressing Cohen down, the Colonel ordered the dog killed and thrown overboard. To make sure his orders were carried out; Daley followed Max up on deck and watched as he gave the small animal a lethal injection. Then, Max dropped the dog’s body over the side. When the dead pup hit the cold water, it sank beneath the surface only to miraculously reappear and begin swimming toward shore. Max shrugged, attempting to look contrite. “He looked dead to me. How was I to know how much it would take to kill a dog?”
Convinced that the animal had been given a harmless drug, Daley didn’t accept Max’s excuse. Furious at having had his orders circumvented, the Colonel placed Max under immediate house arrest and ordered him confined to quarters, which in this case was the ship. The Colonel’s ego was satisfied, and by the time we reach our destination, I suspect Max will have been released.
12 November 1943
The convoy is headed toward the North African coast, where we will link up with the balance of the 7th Army, which is sailing from Oran. Max and I were correct - our destination is official now - the United Kingdom.
Unlike the stormy seas we encountered prior to our invasion of Sicily, the Mediterranean is so calm that the ship feels as if it is gliding over the surface. Clear blue skies make it a perfect day, and I’m enjoying just being out on deck.
We just sailed passed Bizerte. The Arab cities along the coast and the mountains on the horizon look so familiar - feels almost like going home. I can’t help but think of the men I buried on those distant hills and in the desert beyond. They will never see America again, and I pray they won’t be forgotten as time dims our memories.
Earlier today we passed a large convoy of troop carriers headed, I’m sure, to Italy. A number of planes have been overhead, providing constant air cover to the fleets passing through. Thus far, we have seen no sign of enemy submarines or their planes.
13 November 1943
The ship is crowded, and there’s not a lot for the men to do. I start my day by checking on the eighteen from the Regiment who are in sick bay. Then I spend some time reading, studying or visiting with the men in their quarters.
Bridge has become popular in the Regiment because its mental calisthenics temporarily blots out the war raging around us. Max, Major Argus, Col. Caffey, and I had gotten into the habit of playing at night, whenever we could, even during combat, as a means to relax. Colonel Daley has taken Colonel Caffey’s place in our bridge foursome. Initially, Daley was disappointed to learn that we didn’t gamble on the games, but he appears to have accepted our terms. Max and Colonel Daley are the experts, but Major Argus and I don’t do too badly. We’ve been keeping a running score since Daley joined us, and Cohen and I are ahead - for now.
There are Army nurses aboard, and a few romances have bloomed, making the deck a popular place at night. As one of our single officers said, “When I first saw those nurses, they didn’t appear attractive. But as each day passed, they became prettier and prettier, and before long they were downright beautiful.”
14 November 1943
Today is Sunday, and this morning I held an outdoor service. I stood on the upper deck, surrounded by Regiment officers, nurses, and a number of the ship officers, and I looked down on the deck below, which was filled with enlisted men and some of the ship’s crew. A gentle ocean breeze whispered across the decks as the ship slowly plowed its way through the lapping sea. The voices from both decks blended together as we sang the great hymns of the ages, and everyone listened quietly to the reading of scripture, the prayers, and my brief words. White fluffy clouds drifting across the azure-blue skies formed the stained glass of our cathedral, while life preservers and the cold, wet deck served as our pews. Here was worship in the raw - no frills, only the feeble hand of man reaching out to God. All around us, scattered throughout the convoy, were other such cathedrals.
15 November 1943
Yesterday afternoon as we passed Oran, the transports carrying the U.S. 7th Army joined our convoy. Unfortunately for Max, we also picked up rough waters. A number of the men have gotten seasick.
Knowing we would be sailing through the Strait of Gibraltar at dawn, I got up before daylight to watch from a cold, windy deck. After living the past year under blackout conditions, seeing Tangiers lit up like a Christmas tree was a dazzling sight. As we exited the narrow straight, I found myself forced to cling to the railing as the ship began its “Atlantic” roll. The crew had warned me that once we left the Mediterranean, the sea would get rougher, the wind colder, and the weather nastier. As I was about to leave the deck, I spotted a sub running just below the surface, but thankfully it turned out to be British.
This afternoon one of the nurses presented me with a Coca-Cola - first I’ve had since leaving the States. I shared it with my cabin mates. Just a few sips each, but it was a thrill for us all. To us that Coke was a symbol of the American way of life we had left behind.
16 November 1943
During the night, the ship’s Dutch cook bakes, and the aroma spreads throughout the vessel. Does it smell good!
Things have settled into a routine. With so many men jammed into such a limited space, it’s imperative that order be maintained. We have breakfast, followed by inspection of quarters, and then a series of exercise and training sessions. In between training classes for Bailey Bridge construction and calisthenics, the men read, play bridge, visit among themselves, and write letters they can’t mail.
Interested in the Bailey Bridge, I dropped in on several of the classes. The British came up with this concept which makes it possible for our engineers to quickly bridge rivers, ravines, and gorges. By using pin joints to link steel beams, engineers can build an 80-foot, 21-ton bridge in two and a half-hours; one that can support not only our troops, but tanks and other heavy equipment. It’s an amazing quick-fix structure.
In a group this size, there are always musicians. Even though we left our Regimental Band back in the States, we have some talented men. They have formed a small band and will be presenting a concert tonight.
I’ve enjoyed getting to know Chaplain Bowman, the ship’s chaplain. He told me, “We’ve been transporting troops from the U.S. to all parts of the world, from the Pacific to the Atlantic Oceans, but your men are different from any I’ve seen. I don’t see the gambling, hear the profanity, or see the foolishness we usually observe. For the most part they sit quietly: reading, talking, playing cards, writing letters, or they stand at the rail gazing across the water at the other ships in the fleet. I don’t understand.”
For a moment I thought about what he had observed. Then I tried to explain. “Unlike those soldiers you’ve been transporting to the battle fields, these young men have been in combat. If you had been where they have been, seen what they have seen, faced death as often as they have, or buried as many buddies in North Africa and Sicily as they have, you’d understand. Life has a different meaning for them now.”
18 November 1943
In order to deceive the enemy, we are sailing west as far as the Azores before turning north for the mid-Atlantic. At some point we will swing back toward England, sail along the northern Irish coast and land somewhere in Scotland. Regardless of our evasive efforts, I suspect the Germans know exactly where we are at the moment. The Captain said he had never seen the Atlantic so calm or the weather so clear for this time of year. I’m not sure Max is convinced it’s calm.
19 November 1943
When the captain announced that we were halfway between America and England, many of the men went on topside. They stood along the railing and waited for the ship to begin its turn. Looking across the water, glancing up at the sun’s position from time to time, they stood in silence, wishing, hoping, and some even praying that by some miracle the ship would turn west, not east. Deep down in their hearts, they knew it wouldn’t happen.
Several days ago a group of our GIs approached me about the possibility of my arranging a boxing match. It seemed that one of the Dutch sailors had been making himself obnoxious to our men, as well as to his fellow crew members, boasting of his superior fighting ability. I set it up. To the delight of both our men and the Dutch crew, this European stand-up fighter was no match for our American engineer. I felt sorrow for the Dutchman, but I think he learned a valuable lesson.
21 November 1943
Traveling in a convoy is slow. It seems as if we have been at sea forever. We still have three or four more days before we reach our final destination, and the temperature is dropping. It is getting colder and colder.
Assisted by Chaplain Bowman, I held two services today: one for the men and nurses on deck and another for the GIs in sick bay. It was inspiring to see so many men brave the cold to worship together. It was too wet and frigid to sit, and that sharp wind blowing down from the North Pole encouraged me to keep the sermon short.
Tonight we were served our Thanksgiving feast: turkey, cranberry sauce, pie, ice cream, and all the accompanying trimmings. It was a wonderful meal, a far cry from the one we had a year ago in Casablanca. However, it was a vivid reminder of how much I miss my family. The future is so uncertain, and the separation continues to lengthen.
23 November 1943
It has been wonderful to have the past thirteen days during which we could rest our bodies and come to terms with our emotions, but I am ready to be on land again. When the skipper announced that we were approaching the coast, I bundled up before going up on deck. It was bitter cold, and I could barely make out a lighthouse through the blowing rain. Like the other men who had braved the weather to be on deck at our first sight of land, I am looking forward to disembarking tomorrow.
After dropping us off, the ship will head back to America for more troops. Chaplain Bowman has offered to mail my letters to Alice and the children when he reaches New York.
24 November 1943
As we had sailed up the Firth, I had gotten my first glimpse of the green countryside. The homes looked neat and clean, and the fields resembled well-kept lawns.
We passed the Queen Mary as she sailed alone for New York. She can outrun any sub and is armed to defend herself against both surface and air attacks. Not having to travel in convoy means the elegant liner can reach New York within five days.
We dropped anchor in the Firth of Clyde, not far from Glasgow. It was freezing outside, and the men were not disappointed to learn there would be a delay before we disembarked. None of us were anxious to leave the comfort of the ship for a cold camp.
25 November 1943
Colonel Daley has just learned that the Regiment will not be with the 7th Army as we had thought. Instead, we’re being made into a SOS troop and will be stationed near Bath, England, where the men will be building camps. Since it seems inconceivable that seasoned combat engineers would be used for such a mundane task as building camps, we wonder if this is not just a cover-up to deceive the Germans. Who knows? There is a positive side. We’ll have regular barracks, which will be a treat for everyone.
A British Army public relations man, a general, no less, came on board to give us an orientation lecture, which in reality was a race relations speech. His attitude did not go over well with the men. He started off by making a point of the fact that we weren’t in the U.S. now and would be expected to follow British customs. Apparently he had learned that many of the men in the Regiment were from the South; so he proceeded to give us a lengthy lecture on “proper social behavior” should there be Negroes present, emphasizing what he considered the Southerner’s attitude versus the British. I felt that his judgmental approach created more problems than it solved.
27 November 1943
This morning the ship moved farther up the Firth and docked at the Port of Greenock, Scotland. We have been notified that we will be going ashore shortly. Again, none of us knows what lies ahead - only that we won’t be going home anytime soon.
28 November 1943
We were transported to the rail station, where the American and British Red Cross greeted us with hot coffee, doughnuts, and cigarettes. Then we boarded our train. It took us the rest of that day and all night to reach Devizes, Wiltshire, England, where our camp is located. The verdant land through which we traveled looked like meticulously trimmed golf courses. The weather, however, was disappointing. After months in Africa and Sicily, our thinned blood did not welcome the cold, damp climate. While the English people aren’t supposed to know who we are or where we’ve been, our battered equipment and sun-tanned faces haven’t gone unnoticed.
30 November 1943
Here at Prince Maurice Barracks I have a room to myself, enabling me to talk in private with the men who come to me with their concerns. Dick, who will continue as my assistant, is billeted with the enlisted men.
It’s glorious to be out of tents and sleeping in a bed. We even have hot water! Each of our rooms contains a small, coke stove that is proving to be a challenge. Max, who has the room next to mine, and I are having fun trying to get our heaters started. Neither one of us knows how they work.
I miss my family. Looking at the pictures of Alice and the children that sit on my desk reminds me of how long it has been since I was with them. Hopefully, there’ll be letters from them among all the mail that the Colonel was told would be awaiting us here.
2 December 1943
Major organizational changes are being made. Colonel Daley, Major Setliffe, and Major White have already been sent to Falmouth, while the remainder of the Regiment waits here for orders. From the rumors we’ve been hearing, it sounds as if the 20th Combat Engineers, as I have known it, may be dissolved. If so, I’m considering requesting a transfer to the Army Transportation Corps.
Reports have been coming in from Italy, and I heard some tragic news about that young Ranger officer whose squad was briefly assigned to us in Africa. From what I have been able to learn, his team had successfully captured an Italian town without losing any men, when, for some unexplained reason, they were ordered to pull back. Then the next morning, they were told to retake the village. Meanwhile, unknown to them, a German team had slipped back into the village and set a trap. Except for one Ranger, who was wounded badly, the entire team was killed. What a tragedy to lose those brave young Americans.
12 December 1943
For once the rumors proved to be wrong. There are to be major changes in the Regiment - changes that increase the size of our unit rather than dissolve it. We have been moved to Carclew Manor, which is an old estate outside of Falmouth on the southwestern tip of England. It makes a poor camp. Our staff is living in the main house, where I have a small room with an even smaller fireplace. My quarters are cold and damp, and we have few conveniences. At this time of year the sun is visible only a few hours at midday, creating a gloomy atmosphere. It is extremely depressing.
Today is Sunday, and the Colonel is back to his game of working the men through the weekend, making it impossible for me to hold services. Daley continues to ignore the Army’s order “AR 210-10” that guarantees Sabbath observance and religious services for all troops.
He has the men constructing tent and Nissen hut camps, running supply depots, hauling materials, building landing-hards in Falmouth, assisting troops in amphibious exercises, and acting as MPs - all with no Sunday time off. Behind his back, the GIs refer to the Colonel as “Sad Sack.” In Sicily some of the enlisted men would ring Colonel Daley on his field line, ask for “Sad Sack,” and then hang up. He’ll never be a “Caffey.”
Today is Alice’s birthday, and I sure miss her.
21 December 1943
For the past week I’ve been violently ill. It all started while I was in London on a short leave. I had just settled into my hotel when I began to experience severe stomach cramps. I was still awake, but so weak that when the Germans began bombing the city around midnight, I didn’t have the strength to walk down from my third floor room to the shelter. I stayed huddled in my bed, suffering a chill.
The next morning, I managed to drag myself out of bed and to the nearest London Army clinic, where I spent the first half of the day waiting to see a doctor. He diagnosed “flu,” wrote out a prescription, and ordered me back to camp on the next available train. It was another long wait before I could secure the medicine. By then I was in bad shape. Since the train wouldn’t be leaving until later that night, I went back to my hotel, where I could rest until time to leave.
It was dark when I left the hotel to walk to the nearby station - the darkest dark I have ever experienced in a city. People passed like moving shadows, and at one point I walked smack into a stone wall. Blackout truly described the condition.
Once I was on board the train, I examined the medications that I had been given. I might have known, I thought. They were the same three drugs I already had in my kit - the ones Max had insisted I routinely carry with me. I could have saved myself a wasted day in that clinic!
25 December 1943
Holidays continue to be our worst times. Even the special Christmas dinner served to us here in this aged English home didn’t deter our minds and hearts from being back in America with our families.
1 January 1944
A group of us got together today and were able to pick up segments of the Orange Bowl football game on my portable radio. LSU won, lifting the spirits of those of us in the Regiment who are Tiger Alumni.
14 January 1944
The official reorganization of the Regiment has finally been set. It sounds as if it’s more of an administrative change to enlarge and expand our responsibilities. The 20th Engineer Combat Regiment will now be known as the 1171st Engineer Combat Group. Our current 1st and 2nd Battalions will serve as the nucleus of this new Group. Keeping the “20th” title within our Group, the old 1st Battalion will be known as the 20th Engineer Combat Battalion and will be commanded by Major J. E. Sonnefield. The 2nd Battalion will be known as the 1340th Engineer Combat Battalion and be under the commanded of Major T. H. Setliffe. Each of these will act as a separate organization within the Group, under the administration of the 1171st Group Headquarters, which will be commanded by Colonel Daley. Our present personnel and equipment are being divided and distributed to either one of the two battalions or Group Headquarters. Other battalions can and will be added to the 1171st Group, attached as needed.
Since none of Group’s battalions will have their own chaplain, I will serve the entire Group, working out of 1171st Group Headquarters. Because there will be more men and added responsibilities, in addition to Dick, another chaplain will be assigned to assist me.
25 January 1944
I have been moved into the 1171st Engineering Combat Group Headquarters to take up my duties as the Group Chaplain. I have a lovely room and office in a large English manor that overlooks one of the bay inlets, which are characteristics of this coastal region of Cornwall. It’s an artistically landscaped estate near Tullimar. Who knows how long we will get a chance to enjoy this beautiful setting.
Finding no information as to my duties, I wrote my own. As far as I can determine, this new setup does nothing for the Office of Chaplain except add more work. The rank still calls for Captain. The Surgeon rank also remains the same, so Max remains a major.
9 February 1944
The Group has been officially assigned to the First US Army and subsequently attached to V Corps. To be nearer to V Corps Headquarters at Norton Manor, outside of Taunton, Somerset, we broke camp on the 7th and moved 130 miles to Wellington, where we will set up our headquarters.
Again, the men have been put to work under Col. Daley’s crash program. I don’t understand his attitude in this matter. Other units appear to be given more rest between campaigns.
12 February 1944
Both of our battalions are housed in Nissen hut camps: the 1340th in Wivelescombe and the 20th here in Wellington. The Army has taken over many of the public and some of the private buildings here in Wellington, and Group has its headquarters in the educational building of the Baptist Church, which is where I have my office.
While both of our battalions are housed in camps, all the officers are being billeted in private homes. I gather that the local people have no choice about this arrangement. I wonder if some of them feel that this is history repeating itself in reverse. The American Colonists didn’t take too kindly to having the British soldiers thrust into their homes. However, the circumstances of our being here are somewhat different.
I have been assigned to stay with Mr. and Mrs. Donald G. Nott, a local bank president and his wife. Last night I had the joy of visiting with them before a pleasant open fire. My first impressions are positive. Not only are they housing me, but also their married daughter, Katherine Pierce, and their five-year-old granddaughter, Sue. Mrs. Pierce, whose husband is in Italy with the RAF, is expecting her second child in June.
Yesterday I called on both the Baptist and Methodist ministers. I must admit that I was more impressed with the Methodist pastor than the Baptist. It has been decided that while we are here, the men should be urged to attend the local church of their choice in place of my holding military services. With the officers scattered around in private homes and the men on such a hectic work schedule, this seemed more realistic.
I spent part of this morning in conference with a Mrs. “American” Simpson, as she is known. Originally from St. Louis, she was married to an English officer who was killed at Dunkirk. In charge of the local canteen, she came to discuss her plans for entertaining our men while they are billeted in Wellington. She is doing a splendid job for our troops. She has already scheduled Jimmy Cagney for an upcoming USO show.
I am not accustomed to snow, which has been falling most of the day. It may create a beautiful landscape, but it feels raw and cold to this Southerner.
When I asked Mr. Nott when we could expect summer, he paused, thought a moment, and said, “Well, I believe that last year we had our summer on a Wednesday.”
13 March 1944
The Notts are treating me like a son. When I apologized for being thrust upon their hospitality, Mr. Nott said, “We are thrilled to have you. We could have gotten refugees from London, who might have been Roman Catholics.” The hostility that still exists between the Catholics and the Protestants here in Great Britain is difficult for me to understand. No doubt, it is just as hard for the English to comprehend our racial problems in America.
I invited Mr. Nott to go with me to Exeter, where the Army’s 29th Division and the 8th Air Corps were playing a football game. The emerald-green, rolling hills through which we drove appeared untouched by the war. In contrast, I found Exeter severely damaged from the bombings, especially in its center. Afterwards, on our return drive, Mr. Nott, who had not understood the game at all, concluded, “Terribly rough, old chap, don’t you think?”
14 March 1944
Colonel Daley and I had another heated argument regarding work abuses. This time, I was adamant about how I felt. Lt. Williams and one of our enlisted men were killed Sunday - blown to pieces! Neither of their deaths should have happened.
The Colonel has been having the men assist the English, who are in the process of removing their mines from the nearby beaches now that the British government no longer fears a German invasion. Buried in the sand since the war began, these mines have deteriorated from the extended exposure to the salty sand, and it is no longer safe to remove them by hand. Colonel Daley should know that. British sappers planted them; they should be the ones removing them - not Americans.
Col. Daley made a lame attempt to justify his actions by saying, “It’s a training exercise. Besides, risk is all part of war.”
To me, his attitude was incredible and his justification inadequate. “Our men are some of the most experienced combat engineers the army has in mine removal. They had plenty of practice while removing mines in Africa and Sicily. How could they need more training than that? These are British mines on British soil; the English should be the ones removing them. They know where they planted them. I’m the one who has to write the letters to the families when our men get blown up. How do you want me to explain that their loved one was killed by an English mine on a peaceful English beach?”
The Colonel didn’t agree, so I changed tactics. “If you continue to endanger the lives of our men in this unnecessary manner, I’ll be forced to discuss this situation with the General.”
He looked startled by my threat, but I think he finally got my message!
At times, some of our commanding officers appear to see their men as mere checkers, to be moved here and there, forgetting that they are humans who have feelings and families. It is morally wrong to foolishly expose a single soldier to death.
15 March 1944
Last week I drove over to V Corps Headquarters to visit with their chaplain. Knowing of my interest in boxing, he mentioned that Major General L. T. Gerow, V Corps Commander, had expressed an interest in seeing a V Corps boxing team formed. When I expressed an interest in volunteering for the job, the chaplain gave me the name of the Special Service officer I would need to see.
Before leaving the building, I dropped by the Special Service office and talked with that officer about the possibility of forming a Corps team. He expressed his surprise that a chaplain would be involved with a boxing team. Normally, that comes under the Special Service, not the Chaplain Division. I explained that no Special Service officer had ever been assigned to my units - neither the old 20th Regiment nor the new Group. He accepted my request and said he would get back to me about it.
While there, I secured permission for my Group team to fight in the Fontain Army Camp competition. With men like “Chicken” and Bannick in our corner, the Group had no difficulty winning that match, and we are looking forward to tomorrow’s round of fights at Benkerswell Army Camp.
24 March 1944
Our stay in Wellington has presented me with unique speaking opportunities: churches, citizen meetings, and civic gatherings. Following a recent talk to a local women’s group, the members began asking questions about the United States. One lady wanted me to tell them about the washing machines that they had heard some Americans had in their homes. I described the typical wringer type that was popular, adding that we had one in our home. I was amused when the lady sitting next to my questioner leaned over and whispered rather loudly, “Do you believe him? I do not.” The friend, seeing me smile, tucked her head in embarrassment.
25 March 1944
Although I am not conducting services for the men, I am continuing to visit with them in their quarters and to provide counseling for those with needs. I had expected some courting of the local English girls, but not by our married men. Unfortunately, some of them are not dealing well with having to be away from their wives this long. I am particularly concerned about one young officer whose wedding I attended shortly before we sailed from New York. He’s having an affair with an English girl, and he refuses to allow anyone to discuss the situation with him, including me. It is distressing.
Then there are those who have remained faithful, only to learn that their loved ones back home have strayed. More and more GIs in our Group are coming to me regarding such problems.
One nineteen-year-old told me, “When I get home, I’m going to kill my father. I’ve learned he’s having an affair with my wife.” Another broken-hearted young man shared with me the letter he had just received from his wife. He was devastated and wanted my advice. She had written, “I know you want me to be happy. I have fallen in love with a flyer, and I know you will give me a divorce because you love me.”
I grieve for these men. They have enough to deal with in facing death. They don’t need these added burdens. This war is costing our country far more than just the lives of our young men.
29 March 1944
The Notts continue to amaze me with their acts of kindness. For example, even though milk is rationed, I find a glass of warm milk beside my bed each evening, and not to accept this sign of generosity would hurt them. To show my appreciation, I have begun providing them with things I know they are unable to obtain but are available to me through the Army - soaps and candy for Sue and the ladies and cigars for Mr. Nott. When I informed Alice of the shortages the English are experiencing, she put together a box of everyday household items and sent it to me to pass on to the Notts.
In response to Alice’s thoughtfulness, the Notts surprised me with several antiques they had purchased at a local auction that was being held to raise money for the war effort. Among them was a delicate, hundred-year-old porcelain doll for Anne. She will be thrilled.
1 April 1944
I’ve had a marvelous time working with the Group boxing team. Taking top honors in the Corps tournament, we won V Corps Championship. General Gerow made a point of personally congratulating me and letting the team know how proud he was of them.
Initially, Colonel Daley had not wanted to release the team members from any of their duties in order to train for the tournament. Knowing his reverence for the big brass, I finally told him, “You know that the Corps boxing tournament is General Gerow’s pet project. I would hate to have to tell him that my Group commander wasn’t supporting the program.” Then, to guarantee his cooperation I added, “I’ve already made special arrangements to reserve you and your staff seats in a box next to where General Gerow will be sitting, thinking this would give you and the General a chance to get to know each other better.”
As expected, after that I had no more trouble. In fact, Daley assigned all the fighters to me for duty, and he, himself, has suddenly become an avid fight fan.
10 April 1944
It distresses me to find so much racial prejudice in the Army, and my team has not been immune. I’ve learned that prejudice is not restricted to Southerners.
A transportation company was recently assigned to the Group, and when their commander told me about a Negro fighter, Elmo Barnes, who was in his unit, I checked him out. Upon learning that this young man from Detroit was a two-time Golden Gloves winner and had ranked third in the U.S. in his weight division, I had him reassigned to my team.
When this GI entered the ring for his first fight, Col. Daley appeared surprised. “When did we get a black engineer? He’d better be good.”
“Decide for yourself,” I suggested as the fight began.
In the first round he dropped his opponent with a right hook, and Daley leaned over to ask, “What about his left?”
Before I could respond, the fighter hit with a left - down and out - the fight was over.
The Colonel, with a big grin on his face, declared, “He’s the whitest engineer we have on the team.” I was left wondering what he would have said had the young man lost.
Later, when I took my team to a Division match, I was refused housing for my Negro fighter - refused by the Commander at that camp. My team and I were incensed.
One of our men, a young GI from Virginia, spoke up. “He can bunk with me. That will solve that problem. We’ll take care of the rest in the ring tonight.” Did they ever!
11 April 1944
General Gerow contacted me and officially assigned me the responsibility of forming and training a boxing team for V Corps. He feels it will be a great morale booster for the Corps. We will be fighting teams from the other military branches in the ETO (European Theater of Operations).
The team will consist of sixteen men: the seven strongest fighters from my Group team and nine of the best we’ve come up against in our matches within the Corps. It’s been decided that I’ll be training the team in nearby Falmouth.
The ETO Championship Fights are to be held in Bristol with all the big brass, including General Ike and his staff, attending. We’ll be ready!
12 April 1944
Yesterday afternoon my assistant chaplain reported for duty. I was pleased to learn that not only was he from New Orleans, he was also Catholic. After the difficulty I’ve had finding someone to hold Mass for our Catholics, I was happy to see Father Winn. He served in the Pacific and is not new to the military.
Unfortunately, my initial enthusiasm didn’t last long. Our personal and working relationship was damaged our first evening when Chaplain Winn pulled out a flask and offered me a drink. I was not pleased. When I suggested a game of bridge, he declined, pulling out a pair of dice and asked Dick and me if we cared to shoot with him. It appears that he and I do not share the same ideas as to what is appropriate conduct for a religious leader.
I think, however, what upset me the most, was his effort to take Dick, my long-time assistant and friend, away from me. I had introduced Dick to him, explaining what a big help this young man had been to me, stressing the fact that I could not have accomplished what I had throughout our campaigns in Africa and Sicily had it not been for his help.
So, I was flabbergasted when Winn turned to Dick and said, “You’ll be my assistant now. You’re Catholic and working for a Baptist minister is a sin.”
Dick, who looked as dumfounded as I felt, looked over at me. “Do I have to, Chappie?”
I could tell from the look on his face and the tremble in his voice that Dick was upset. I quickly assured him. “No, you don’t have to be Chaplain Winn’s assistant, and I’ll be happy for you to remain with me. The choice is yours to make.”
Without hesitation, Dick turned to the other chaplain and said, “Father, even if it is a sin, I’d rather stay with Chaplain Carpenter.”
Winn was angry, but he knew that my authority as Group Chaplain was final in this matter. Dick will remain as my assistant. He is a fine young man, and I am proud to have him with me. I informed Chaplain Winn he was free to look elsewhere for his assistant.
This afternoon Mr. Nott invited Frank Gillard, a well-known BBC reporter, to his home for tea so that I could meet him. Mr.Gillard, from Wellington, was home for a visit, having just returned from covering Montgomery’s campaign in Italy.
During our visit, he shared with me his opinions and accounts of several incidents that he felt were not appropriate for broadcasting. I was proud when Gillard said that he felt the American soldier and his equipment were the best in the world, but I shouldn’t have been shocked when he added that those soldiers were paying a high price for what he observed to be poor American leadership.
In support of his opinion, he told me of two incidents he had personally observed. “Only a few days ago,” he said, “I watched an effort being made by the Americans to bridge a river. As soon as the engineers finished the bridge, the soldiers were sent across without proper cover. The Germans merely waited until the bridge was filled with the Americans coming across and blew it apart. Then, to my utter amazement, the American officers turned right around, ordered the bridge redone and repeated that same foolish action over, needlessly sacrificing more of their men.”
“Another time,” he said, “I came up on a group of soldiers preparing to cross a mine field. There were no engineers available to gap the field, but the soldiers were ordered to cross anyway. I watched, in horror, as the first man stepped on a mine and was killed. Then the second was sent to follow in his steps until he, too, was hit. This was repeated over and over until a clear track was created across that field - created by the deaths of those men.”
I, too, have witnessed foolish orders that cost unnecessary loss of life, all in the name of war. I had to agree with him, when he added, “I have no respect for any leader who has so little regard for the men under his command.”
15 April 1944
The 20th has been taking part in maneuvers in the Slapton Sands area, while the remainder of the Group is being put through special training. This entire end of England is now under tight security. I know the local people sense something, but they deliberately avoid asking questions. With all the stepped-up activity, it’s impossible not to be aware that something important is about to happen. Everything points to an invasion. We may not be able to hide our major actions from the Germans, but we can confuse and mislead them.
The home front spirit of these English has been impressive. Even Mrs. Nott is doing her part by driving an ambulance. She is up and out whenever there is an air raid. The raids have been increasing, an indication that the enemy is getting nervous.
I asked Mrs. Nott what the English would have done had the Germans launched an invasion following the events at Dunkirk. She replied, “We would not have surrendered as France did. We would have fought them inch-by-inch across our country, even if we had to use our hands to do so. Surrender? Never!”
That same dauntless spirit has been evident in the other British I have met. Just last evening I was the guest of another local banker and his family, the Hardings. As in the other homes I have visited, they graciously shared their meager rations with me. I have come to have a deep respect for these people, who haven’t lost heart in spite of being subjected to almost nightly bombings.
22 April 1944
I just returned from Bristol with my V Corps team. What an experience!
Before we even got into the ring, I found myself having to do battle with the Major in charge of the tournament officials. There were to be eight different Weight Divisions, and I had two men entered in each division. However, I wanted it understood that in the event that both of my entries in a given weight division should reach the finals of their division; I would not allow them to fight each other in the final round - title or no title.
Immediately, the young Special Service officer let me know in no uncertain terms that he was running the tournament. “In my opinion,” he said, “you will be lucky to have one of your fighters reach a Division final round, much less two men in the same division. However, if that should happen, they will fight each other!”
From the start General Gerow had asked me to use this boxing team as a means of building a spirit of unity among the various units within V Corps. If our Corps was going to be a part of any invasion, he knew the morale of the men would be best served with unity, not competition, among its own Divisions.
I looked at the official, determined to make my stand understood. “No, they will not fight each other. I’ll send them back to camp first!”
His only response was to say, “We’ll see!”
When we reached the final rounds, eight of my teams were still in contention, giving us finalists in five of the eight different Divisions. In three of the five, both of the two finalists were my men.
In anticipation of such a scenario, I had already consulted with General Gerow, and he had agreed with my thinking. Our fighters would be willing to fight any other fighter the officials chose to put in the ring, but these six men would not fight a fellow teammate.
Before the finals, which were to be held in the largest auditorium available in Bristol and attended by all the ETO Generals and their staffs, the team managers were called together to make the final plans. The Major exploded when he learned I stood by my original declaration. “You will have those three pairs fight each other to determine one winner in each of their Weight Divisions! My superior agrees with me. If you don’t make them fight, I’ll not award your team the championship in their Weight divisions, and you might lose the entire ETO Championship even if your other men should win in their weight class.”
I stood my ground, and in the end, even though we fought only those final rounds in which we had one fighter, we earned the 1st Army Championship Trophy for the ETO. With eight undefeated fighters in the finals, there was no argument that the V Corps Team was the winner.
After I was presented the trophy in the closing ceremony, I made my way up to the box where General Gerow was sitting with General Eisenhower. I handed the trophy to Gerow saying, “The V Corps team members wanted you to have this.”
The General thanked me and expressed his appreciation for what the team had contributed to the high morale of our Corps. He added that he was ordering special Championship Trophies be made and presented to each of those six fighters who had refused to fight a fellow team member in the finals.
The next morning, back at 1171st Headquarters, Colonel Daley expressed amazement that I had stood up to the Major. “Weren’t you concerned about disobeying a superior officer?”
“No,” I replied. “I wasn’t worried about a Major’s order when I already had a General’s approval. Besides, no one can order a soldier to box in a sporting event!”
24 April 1944
I spent the entire day yesterday attending a Chaplain’s Meeting at V Corps Headquarters, and it was late by the time I got back to Wellington. We’re having a series of special sessions in preparation for the upcoming invasion, and because of my experience in battle conditions, I was asked to lead one of the presentations.
With so few combat chaplains with battle experience available, staff chaplains are leading some of the seminars. Listening to one of these desk chaplains instructing the group on what forms should be filled out on each soldier killed, I shook my head in amazement. With an expectation of a thirty percent casualty rate on a ship-to-shore invasion such as we are about to undertake, the weight of that many forms in my backpack would drown me before I could reach the beach.
13 May 1944
We have received orders to prepare to move out for the marshaling area - as always, final destination unknown! Again, we hope the Germans don’t know either.
I quickly packed up one last package to send home to Alice. While here, I’ve purchased a number of watercolors, oils, and etchings to add to my art collection. I am especially pleased with the signed etchings I found while in Bristol.
My stay with the Notts has been an unexpected pleasure. There is no way to thank them enough for what they have done for me. They are wonderful people; I shall miss them.
17 May 1944-17 July 1944
17 May 1944
Early yesterday morning Group Headquarters, traveling in convoy, left Wellington for our marshaling camp in southern Cornwall. As part of the defense plan to thwart the Germans in the event of an invasion, all road signs in this part of England have been removed, which makes it difficult at times to determine one’s location. The lead vehicle, in which Colonel Daley was riding, made a wrong turn, and we ended up lost.
We wasted three hours wandering around the countryside, and it was after 9 P.M. before we finally reached our destination. What a miserable day! To our amazement, dinner had been held for us; after eating, I crawled into bed, too worn-out to unpack
This tip of England, referred to as Lands End by the locals, is covered in rolling hills that are dotted with fields separated by stacked-stone walls from which trees grow, creating wind breaks. The farmhouses and outbuildings, also built of stone, have a dingy, oyster-white look.
Daylight revealed an amazing sight. Instead of sheep spread across the surrounding fields, there was a sea of camps overflowing with men, equipment and stacks of supplies. The local roads, commonly empty except for the occasional farm vehicle, were lined with parked tanks, trucks, jeeps, and all kinds of heavy equipment.
Each camp consists of clusters of large tents surrounded by wire security fences. Here in E-B where I am billeted, we have 150 men - ten per tent for the enlisted men and six for the officers. While the food is excellent, the weather is not, especially since the sun is not shining. Surrounded on three sides by water, Cornwall stays damp and constantly shrouded in fog.
Special Services is providing movies, books and magazines along with free cigarettes and candy. Equipment is being issued, and the waterproofing of vehicles is underway. Morale is high, and there is no question in our minds but that the invasion is imminent. I hope the Germans haven’t gotten wind of it.
This is a make-or-break move on the part of the Allies, and it is clear that the planners don’t intend to leave anything to chance. We’ve been in extensive training, especially in recent weeks, and have had a number of new units added to our Group, as well as having our existing battalions enlarged. These green troops don’t know how lucky they are to have been assigned to an experienced unit because going into battle with a seasoned team raises a new recruit’s chance of staying alive.
Group’s battalions are scattered among the various camps in the area; it is going to be difficult for me to visit with as many of them as I would like. I can only do the best that time and distance allow. It’s crucial, however, that I touch base with those I know to be going ashore in the first wave.
The 20th, under the command of Sonnefield, and the 1340th, under the command of Setleffe, have a dangerous mission: assaulting and blowing the shore fortifications, gapping the mined beaches and clearing exits from the beachhead in support of the assault forces. Many of these men have been with me since North Africa, and no matter how much I wish it were otherwise, I fear their casualty rate may be high.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/31064 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!