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War is not for sissies.
And an irrepressible young Canadian soldier fighting his way
through Italy in World War II has to make his own fun.

 


It’s not easy. People
are shooting at him…and they’re not always missing!
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July 19, 1943

 


Kath,

Let me start by
saying I’m fine now. It’s not as bad as it sounds. And it wasn’t my
fault.

I got shot.
Yes, shot. In the back. Before we even landed in Sicily.

You always said
I’d come to an embarrassing end, and I damn near did! It’s that
kind of insight that makes it such fun to have a twin sister.

In fact, I may
have been the very first Allied casualty in the entire invasion.
You can start knitting a suitable battle decoration to send over.
I’ll pin it on my shirt. I’m not counting on receiving anything
official.

 


When the 48th
Highlanders were finally shipping out to fight in Sicily (we didn’t
know where we were headed at the time, of course) the Brits
scrounged all over until they found us the crappiest vessel in the
entire British navy. It was a worn out piece of junk called the
Derbyshire, and it had been used to transport troops to the East
Indies in peacetime. The deck space that was usually taken up by
lifeboats had been filled with assault landing craft and they had
generously reserved one hold especially for us.

Rows of scarred
wooden benches and trestle tables piled with our kit filled it,
wall to wall. Our hammocks were slung over the tables, and life
preservers did double duty as pillows. Except for a few minutes
exercise on deck from time to time, we spent most of the trip down
there. We ate there, we slept there, and we passed the rest of our
time right there—playing cards, smoking and placing swaggering bets
on our intended destination. It was cramped, it was depressing, and
it smelled bad. For all I could see, we could have been cruising
aimlessly around and around the British Isles the whole time. At
night, the hammocks filled the space so anybody unfortunate enough
to need to take a leak had to push other sleepers aside on his way
to the head. This was not a popular move.

What’s the
‘head’, you ask? Well, it was much like a communal outhouse—urinals
along one side, and holes perched over the scuppers where the water
could wash away whatever fell. There was no privacy, and nobody
hung around in there any longer than they had to.

While we were
trapped aboard this floating slum, the British naval officers found
several creative little ways to punish us landlubbers for the
inconvenience we were causing by just being there.

One of those
fine officers stopped by to give us our first bit of good news.
“Between 0800 and 1100 hours, you will leave the area below decks.”
This was so the housecleaning crew could work its magic.

“Hey, that’s
great!” We were delighted. “We can get some fresh air on deck and
enjoy the view.” If there was any view.

“Certainly
not!”

“Why the hell
not?”

“The deck must
be kept available at all times for physical training.”

“You’re
kidding!” He didn’t look like he was kidding.

“Oh…and there
will be no loitering on the gangways,” he added.

We were
baffled. “What do you expect us to do—swim alongside the damn’
ship?” He ignored this anonymous mutter and made no other
suggestions. Maybe he figured that was as good a solution as
any.

So for three
hours a day we were on the move, restlessly wandering back and
forth along the gangways — killing time, cursing all sea-going
vessels and this sorry example in particular. We couldn’t see a
speck of rust anywhere, mind you: steel walls, steel ceilings and
steel floors, and every scrap of it hidden under about a hundred
layers of paint, all grey. It was like living inside a restless
boiler room.

Kitchen patrol
was another sneaky form of torture. It’s no big deal to carry a
hundred pound sack of flour up the ladder out of the hold—if you
know how. But ships bob up and down with the waves. If the ship is
headed down while you’re climbing up, those one hundred pounds
become about two hundred pounds temporarily, and every sailor on
board gets to enjoy a good laugh at your expense. Here’s the trick:
you have to time it so you dash up while the ship is on the rise,
then grab the top rung and hang on like grim death for the down
stroke. When you get a second lift, you can heave yourself and your
cargo up and onto the deck. Believe me, Sis, you’re going to want
to remember this tip if you’re ever expected to haul flour in a
ship.

 


But the lowest
trick of all came when breakfast was served—with suspicious, oily
fish things.

Silence fell.
“Those look like kippers,” I said. Somebody had to.

“They
are kippers,” replied the sailor who had brought them
in.

“But we don’t
eat kippers…and if we did, we sure wouldn’t eat them for
breakfast. They’re disgusting!”

“Aw, you blokes
don’t know what’s good.”

“Well, we
won’t eat them, will we, guys?” Three hundred fellow Canadians
backed me up. We wouldn’t eat them—not a chance!

“Suit
yourselves, mates.” Apparently the menu was not negotiable. We went
hungry that morning…but the torture didn’t end there. The fetid
odour of those kippers had seeped into every nook and cranny of the
hold. And it clung like fungus. It was hard enough on a healthy
man, but god only knows how the guys who were suffering from
seasickness survived it.

There
was a canteen on board, with candy bars and stuff for
anybody with a bit of spare cash. What a lifesaver for a bunch of
hungry guys who had been refused a decent morning meal!
Unfortunately, we didn’t have any cash. None at all.
Remember, we were going into battle. We’d conscientiously spent all
our money on shore before boarding this little corner of hell. Who
could have guessed we’d need it?

“What in hell
kind of raw deal is this?” we bitched. (We did a lot of bitching
aboard the Derbyshire; it seemed tailor-made for bitching.) But
they couldn’t get us down. We would wait, murmuring curses
under our breath, till payday. Then we’d snap up every goddam
Hershey bar aboard this tub, and hog them all for ourselves!

On payday, we
prowled along the gangways, waiting to get our revenge. At eleven
hundred hours, the money was distributed, and we flocked to the
canteen. It was closed.

A passing
seaman gave us the news. “Sorry, chaps. Canteen closes at ten
hundred hours.”

“But we just
got paid! Just now!”

“Bad luck,
blokes. It’ll be open tomorrow. Save your coppers till then.”

“C’mon! Give us
a break!”

“Can’t be done.
Regulations, y’know.”

We knew they
were getting a big kick out of this first-rate joke on the poor
simple Canadians. Those guys didn’t know who they were dealing
with. A few days later, an indignant British naval officer appeared
in the hold flanked by two cocky little Limey sailors equipped with
great long bayonets. We were not impressed.

“A considerable
amount of material appears to have been stolen out of the ship’s
armouries. This is not only unacceptable. It is criminal! Does
anyone here know anything about this outrage?”

Nobody knew a
thing. “Are you sure it hasn’t been misplaced, sir? By
accident?”

No
response.

“What all is
missing, sir? Maybe we could help search.”

“Oh,
ammunition…tracer bullets…you know very well what’s missing!”

“Wow! Tracer
bullets and everything. That’s really tough, sir! We don’t
even get tracer bullets…” Tracer bullets glow so you can see
where they are going. They’re used to adjust trajectory, but they
weren’t issued to the Canadian troops—at least, not to us. They’re
probably considered way too much fun.

“See here—we
know you took them.” His face had gone all red and blotchy. I
thought he was going to have a fit or something. “You’d better
return the lot, and quickly, or I’ll put you all on report!
Nobody gets off this ship until every last thing is returned!”
Ignoring the sarcastic cheer that followed this hollow threat, he
stalked out. His two tiny henchmen attempted a stalk, but it wasn’t
very effective. They didn’t have the height for it.

Too bad. He
missed hearing several creative suggestions about what he could do
with the missing stuff once he found it.

“He sure told
us, boy!” Nobody was taking this official crap very
seriously. We didn’t think much of the officer’s high-handed
attitude, and his bantam buddies? Well, they were just comical.

“Fancy him
suspecting we were involved! I’m hurt. Really hurt.”

“How can they
think we’d do such a thing…and right under their bloody British
noses?”

We had a good
laugh, and then one of our own officers stood up. “All right,
that’s enough, guys. You’ve had your fun. Exactly how are you
stupid sons of bitches planning to haul all that extra weight?” A
few grins faded.

“Now, I’m going
to spread a couple of ground sheets down on the deck…here. You can
either put any contraband on there, and I’ll return it…or you can
damn’ well try to carry it all past the Germans.” He sauntered
out.

A whole lot of
stuff hit those sheets before he came back in—ammunition, machine
guns, grenades, tracer bullets—almost as much as what had gone
missing. Almost.

 


Sounds all safe
as swimming pools, doesn’t it? Well, they’d provided an escort of
corvettes and maybe one or two destroyers to see that we got to
land in shape to do the enemy some damage. But at least one German
U-boat commander must have been braver or more short-sighted than
the rest, because he got close enough to give us a scare.

Boom!

“Shit! What the
hell was that?” Three hundred men immediately lost interest
in whatever they were doing at the time.

“Was that
thunder?” someone wondered, hopefully. Not all of us welcomed this
explanation. A storm at sea. Wonderful.

Boom!
Boom! The concussions quivered the air in the hold like the
inside of a big base drum.

“Sounds like
we’ve been hit!” We listened for the sound of water rushing through
the gangways and I, for one, tried a quick guess at the temperature
of the sea at this time of the year somewhere between Scotland and
our secret mystery destination. I had absolutely no idea, but I was
afraid I was going to find out. And soon.

We’d started to
think they were going to let us sink with the rats that were too
lame or stupid to leave the ship, when a sailor popped his head
into the hold. We must have been a sorry, cowering sight.

“We’re just
dropping depth charges on a U-boat, mates. Best to keep them at a
distance, you know. Sounds rather fine in here, though, doesn’t it?
Don’t worry—we’ll let you know if we get hit.”

He grinned and
popped out again. He couldn’t wait to join his seafaring chums in
mocking the poor dumb Canadians.

 


After we’d been
on board for many days—way too many days, if you ask me—they told
us we were finally getting into The Big Game. We were heading to
Sicily to battle the Hun, and after bloody years of training
in England, it was about time! We were primed to take on the entire
German army, and we wanted to get on with it.

We were called
up before dawn. The latrine was doing a brisk business. Seeing the
number of guys heading in that direction, you’d have thought they
were screening a major Hollywood flick in there! Pre-battle nerves
seem to have that effect on the guys, loosening bowels and bladders
all ‘round. It was even drawing repeat customers, with some fellows
going back three or four times. I won’t say we were afraid…but if
you’ve ever wondered where the phrase ‘scared shitless’ came
from—well, now you know!

Even those who
had no such problem wanted to get this particular essential piece
of business over with before the order to prepare for landing.
Nobody wanted to be caught short at an inconvenient time and
place—and the beach we were headed for was going to be a damned
inconvenient place!

By first light,
the ship was manoeuvring into position for the assault landing and
we were pumped up for the fight, adjusting our gear and checking
our weapons, waiting for them to call our landing craft number. A
bunch of Royal Marines were grouped along one side of the hold:
British Marine Commandos. I don’t know why they had been put in
there with us—I guess it was the most convenient bit of space
available—but their number had been called and they were grabbing
up their stuff, ready to move out.

In the middle
of all the confusion I heard a crack and felt a searing pain in my
back.

What the
hell? I reached back, and my hand came away bloody. “You’ve
been shot!” I heard someone say. “He’s been shot!”

Shit!
Shit! I was going to be left behind! (I was pretty sure I
wasn’t dying.) All the drilling…all the work…all that time…I
was ready! And now I was going to miss all the action!

A space had
cleared around a startled-looking Marine, and it was clear—to me,
at least—that he was the culprit. I catapulted across the hold and
grabbed him by the collar.

“You
sonofabitch…you shot me!”

The guy sort of
stood there with his eyes wide and his mouth shut and let me shake
him. He may have been a little frightened—I don’t know—but he could
hardly fight back, could he? I mean, he’d just shot me, for
Chrissake! I don’t know what I hoped to do about it—strangle him,
maybe—but I felt hands grabbing at me, pulling at my shirt to see
the damage.

“Wait,
Smitty…wait. This is no bullet hole. Let’s see it…”

Somehow, that
took a bit of the drama out of it. I let go of the Marine, and his
buddies hustled him out to their landing craft before more harm
could be done.

Turns out it
wasn’t serious. The guy must have been fiddling around with his
rifle…and dropped it. Stupid bastard! The gun fired, the bullet hit
the metal deck, and a steel fragment found my back—or maybe it was
a piece of the bullet. My closest pals were quick to voice their
relief, in their own special way:

“C’mon
Smitty…you gotta know we’ve all wanted to do that for ages! He was
only the first one to get around to it.”

“You’re lucky
he wasn’t as good a shot as we are, or you’d be in a lot worse
shape.”

“Yeah, if he’d
known you as well as we do, he’d have taken better aim!”

A couple of the
officers wanted to put me in the hospital, but it was only a very
little hole. I convinced them it wasn’t much more than a
scratch.

“Just tape it
up. I’m fine.” Then I forgot all about it.

That’s a lucky
thing, because if I’d been looking for sympathy, I was in the wrong
place. We were moving out, and every one of those three hundred
guys had a lot of more important things to think about.

When our own
number was finally called, about thirty-five of us swarmed up out
of the hold and onto a landing craft, which darted toward the
beach. All the time we had waited, waited, waited to land, Allied
shells had been pounding hell out of the area. We hoped nobody was
left on shore to object to our arrival.

 


The assault
landing craft was one of those big motorized barges; no deck, only
a flat bottom full of soldiers, with three sides and a snub front
that would drop down to form a ramp when we neared the shore. We
would charge down it and splash through knee-deep water to reach
the beach—if we were lucky. If the pilot got it wrong, the craft
would ram right up onto the beach and get hopelessly stuck or, much
worse for us, let us off in deeper water, where we’d have to plough
through as best we could, trying to keep our weapons dry, with
forty pounds of gear and our soaking uniforms weighing us down.

We were lucky,
as it happened…and we would have been grateful, too, if we’d had
time.

There was no
chance that we could arrive unnoticed by any defenders that might
be lurking about. The Beachmaster, a navy guy, was shining a bloody
beacon onto the sand, showing us where to land, and
bellowing: “You…here. You…over there!” They may just
as well have put up a placard for the enemy soldiers: “Gala beach
assault—here today! Good targets still available.” At least, that’s
how it struck me at the time.

There was
little time to think, and no need. Our instructions were simple,
and they’d been drilled into us: “Get off the beach! Never mind how
many casualties you have…don’t stop for anything. Get off the
beach!”

Well, we did
exactly what we’d been told. We hit the beach running and we didn’t
stop until we reached our objective—three miles inland. I saw no
sign of the Italian army and the Jerries must have been sleeping
off their breakfast knockwurst when we passed through, because we
didn’t run into any resistance. None. Oh, we heard shots, but there
was nobody in our path to slow us down, so we kept right on
going.

Well, we’re
finally here, we thought. We’re spearheading this
invasion…we’d better not make asses of ourselves. Our orders
were to take the airfield. So we charged across it, as neat as you
like, and kept right on going up to the heights on the other side.
Others stayed to hold the ground we had so gallantly conquered. Our
job was done. We were ready for dinner.

I dug into my
Nifty Compact 24-Hour Ration Pack and extracted a can of soup. It
doesn’t sound like much, but that can was magic. You hit it a sharp
tap on the top, and it warms itself! No kidding! And, like
that wasn’t enough:

“Look guys! The
Germans are putting on a free fireworks display, and here we are
with balcony seats!”

“Hey…anybody
got popcorn?” Nobody had popcorn. Tea…a few candies…some chewing
gum. But no popcorn.

The ships and
the beach were being strafed and bombed plenty by then. It lit up
the night sky with flashes and sparks and throbbed like thunder. I
suppose we should have felt worse for the guys who were down there
taking the heat, but to tell you the truth, we were mostly just
glad it wasn’t us.

 


So, how do you
think I’m doing so far? I think it’s going pretty well: no
pratfalls until now, and my first ‘war wound’ has almost been
forgotten—unless, of course, I come across that Marine again…

Sis, since I’ve
been overseas it seems like you and I have barely kept in
touch.

It’s my fault,
I know. The past three years in England I’ve been working as hard
as I could to learn what I had to know to keep myself alive and
kill the bad guys. And the time I had for relaxing…well, I guess I
might have gone a bit overboard. England is a far cry from Toronto
the Good. The pubs are open early and late, and they’re plenty
eager to serve a guy as much alcohol as his money can buy. What’s
an innocent soldier to do?

I’ve been lazy
about writing letters, and I don’t blame you for following my lead.
I know you’re thinking about me. But I miss being able to talk to
you, and it looks like writing is the best we’re going to be able
to do for a while yet. Guys don’t talk much about personal
things…you know? I’m here with a great bunch—I’d trust them to
cover my back any day—but you were my best friend for sixteen
years. I guess that’s one of the drawbacks of having a twin—nobody
else ever gets quite as close.

So write often
and tell me everything. I’m starved for the taste of home, after
three and a half years, and the short notes we’ve been trading
aren’t nearly enough. I don’t know when I’ll be able to get letters
out to you, but I’ll write them anyway. And sooner or later,
they’ll get yours through to me.

 


Take care. I’ll
be counting on you.

 


Love,

Tommy

 


* * * * *

 


July 29, 1943

 


Happy Birthday to us!

(Imagine
fanfare here…and maybe those razzy rolled up paper things that
shoot out when you blow into them.)



 


I doubt that
I’ll find a way to celebrate my birthday here. God only knows what
kind of crap we’ll get for dinner. With my luck, it’ll be the
dreaded Haricot Oxtail Stew-In-A-Can. And I’d rather starve. That
disgusting mess—with bones left in for good measure—must be brewed
up by some Limey sadist, probably a sailor with a mean grudge
against the infantry. We can’t even give it away to starving
Italians along the road. We’ve tried; they won’t take it!

So I’m
celebrating with you. Sort of a birthday party by proxy! Call it
one of the fringe benefits of being a twin.

How does twenty
feel on that side of the pond? I’m finding it as hot and grimy and
uncomfortable over here as nineteen was. When I enlisted, I sure
never thought I’d still be over here four years later. And, believe
me, there’ve been moments when I’ve wondered why I was so damned
enthusiastic about it. Hell, if mom had gone down to the enlistment
office and told them I was only sixteen, the way she threatened,
I’d only have left town and joined up somewhere else.

Is it too late
to change my mind?

 


They say when
we landed it was the Italian armed forces who met us. That may be
why there seemed to be nobody there; seems like their hearts
weren’t really in it. The Americans were not so lucky. They came on
shore a bit further west and they faced the Germans, who weren’t
nearly so shy about objecting to the intrusion. That would account
for the fireworks show that night.

After the
airfield was taken, we were supposed to keep on going up into the
central mountains. But the Yanks were having a real bad time and
hadn’t been able to get off the beach fast enough to avoid getting
pinned down by German armour. So our orders were changed. We were
to cut behind the Jerries, attack them and force them to retreat.
(Sounds real easy when you spit it out all at once like that,
doesn’t it?)

If we were
going to beat it over to take the pressure off the Yanks, we would
have to move fast, and that was easier said than done. It was quite
a distance, and the ship carrying our shiny new trucks and heavy
transport equipment had gone down at sea the day before the
landing. The artillery wagons had made it, and some of us were able
to bum a ride with them at least part of the way, but mostly we
walked. Fast.

When we found
any, we ‘borrowed’ trucks, donkeys, mules—anything that moved—from
Italian civilians along the way. They didn’t seem awfully eager to
offer these items. I think they suspected (with good reason) that
we wouldn’t go to any trouble to return them. We considered this
ungenerous, and took them anyway.

Once we got
there, we didn’t find much of anybody to attack. I’d like to think
we looked so fierce that we scared the Germans away, but I
suspect they might have retreated to avoid getting caught between
us and the Yanks. In any case, our job was done. The Americans were
able to get off the beach, and we swung back over where we were
supposed to go in the first place and continued on into the
mountains.

 


A couple of
days later, we were on a mountain overlooking a small hill village
when we spotted a couple of big German lorries crawling along the
road below us. One of them was pulling an eighty-eight millimetre
cannon. (That’s a big bruiser.) They were about fifteen
hundred yards below—way out of range for us to do each other any
serious damage with machine guns—but our officer decided to post a
guard to keep an eye on them anyway. He left my pal Alfie and me on
a convenient ledge, where the view was good, to do the job while
the rest of the platoon found a more comfortable spot to hunker
down for a while…no doubt because we two were such superior quality
military material. We watched quietly for a while, then:

“Hey,” said
Alfie. “Why don’t we shoot some tracer bullets down there—shake
them up a bit?”

“Tracer
bullets? Where the hell would we get...?”

“Well, just let
me look. I may be able to find a few…” He grinned a gap-toothed
grin and winked, digging around in his gear.

“You’re
kidding. From the ship?”

“Where else? So
why don’t we try them out? Maybe we can hit something.”

We started to
fire. The day was overcast, so we could see the patterns the
tracers made against the dusty green hillside and the dusty brown
road. As long as we didn’t hit too close, the Jerries paid no
attention. But when we got their range and the bullets started to
kick up the dirt at their feet, they scattered like mice. We did a
little war dance and pretended we’d routed a key element in the
German defence plan. Turns out they hadn't gone far.


Ack-ack-ack-ack-ack. Big chunks of hillside flew up into the
air around us. The tracer bullets had given away our location, and
the Germans were pissed off. And they had anti-aircraft guns. We
kind of wished we’d noticed that!

“What the hell
are you doing over there, you stupid bastards?” That sounded
like our lieutenant’s holler, and he didn’t sound very
impressed.

“Um, we’re ok,
sir. Do you want us back there?”

“No. You
stirred them up; now you stay there and keep an eye on them! But
quit wasting ammunition. Did I see tracers?”

“No, sir.”

We each dug in
behind whatever cover looked most secure and watched patiently for
a while. But the firing had stopped, everything was quiet, and
crouching behind a rock isn’t as exciting as it might sound.

“Alf,” I called
over to him, after a while. “I’m out of cigarettes. You got
any?”

“Sure.”

“I’m coming
over.” I sprinted over, at a crouch. Halfway along, bullets started
slamming into the rocks around me, but none came too close. The
Germans were shooting at anything that moved on that ledge.

I hunched up
beside Alf, and lit the cigarette he offered.

“Enjoy your
smoke,” he said. “There’s not enough cover here for both of us. I’m
going over to where you were.” He dashed over, and once again, the
bullets began to gouge big chunks out of the hillside when he was
about half way across. The Germans had dug in and were holding a
grudge, but they were having trouble hitting a running target.

I finished my
smoke and had been watching the Jerries do pretty much nothing at
all for a while. “I think I might get a better view from over there
at that other corner,” I called to Alfie. “I’m going to have a
look.” I beat it over there, hearing the delayed ack-ack-ack
of the guns starting up again.

“Is the view
any better from there?” asked Alf, when I had reached my chosen
site.

“Not really,” I
admitted.

Once I’d
settled in, I yelled over: “Now it’s your turn!”

It was great
fun: sort of like the shooting gallery at the midway, except we
were the ducks and the game was rigged so the suckers couldn’t win.
We kept sprinting from cover to cover, maybe firing a few shots
along the way but with no real hope of doing any damage at all.
We’d sometimes stop for a second along the way to do a brisk little
dance step or make faces for the entertainment of our audience.
(The rude gestures we made were more for our own enjoyment. We
didn’t expect the Germans to find them amusing.) Every time
the Jerries prepared to go on their way, we’d pop up somewhere on
that ridge, and they couldn’t resist trying another shot at us. We
probably kept them busy there for about an hour or two. That should
have been worth something.

Suddenly a
shout: “You two get back off that ridge…it’s not funny anymore!” It
was the lieutenant again. “You’re just drawing fire—somebody back
here almost got shot!”

See how you get
blamed for every little thing around here? Alfie and I seem to get
blamed for more than our share…I wonder why?

You’d like Alf.
His folks live over near Bathurst Street somewhere, but we didn’t
meet up until we reached England. I wasn’t that impressed with him
at the beginning; his curly blonde hair makes him look a bit too
angelic, until he opens his mouth and that broken front tooth of
his spoils the picture. It didn’t take long to find out that we had
a lot in common—he’s used to making his own fun out of very little,
like us, and he’s game for just about anything.

But he clowns
around a lot. I don’t know what gets into him sometimes! I, on the
other hand, am always very dignified. So the scrapes we’re always
getting into…they’re all Alf’s fault.

 


It seems like
we Canadians are guarding the British 8th Army’s entire left flank,
all on our own. The Americans were supposed to be to the left of us
all the way north through the mountains, but they must have found
something better to do farther west because we haven’t seen them at
all. We never know what might be on our left, but whatever
it is, it isn’t singing Yankee Doodle. Maybe it’s better this way,
because roads are limited in the mountains, and the Yanks would
have been sure to hog them. It’s tough enough going already, with
no transport. At least we don’t need to skirt traffic jams all the
way.

In fact, the
only Americans we’ve seen the whole time were three paratroopers,
and that wasn’t intentional. They made a jump on a really windy
day, aiming at some place entirely different, and they were blown
all over the place. Three of them landed in our area by mistake and
stayed with us for a while until they could rejoin their unit. They
seemed like nice enough guys, but I didn’t get to know them real
well. We were on the move and couldn’t spare a lot of time to be
neighbourly.

 


We’re not only
fighting the Germans here in Sicily. We’re fighting the Italian
soldiers too, although the Italians are a lot slipperier. We rarely
get a clear shot at them.

When we landed,
they told us, “Any Italians with guns should be considered
partisans. They don’t like us. They’re not our friends. They’ll be
looking for an opportunity to kill you, so don’t take chances.
Shoot all armed civilians.” OK. No problem.

Well, one hot
afternoon (they’re all hot afternoons here) I was lying under cover
on a hilltop, having a smoke and keeping an eye on a pathway below
to make sure nothing dangerous came up on us by surprise. All of a
sudden a moustachioed Italian appeared, trudging up the path and
cradling a rifle in the crook of his arm.

Partisan! I
jumped up and aimed my weapon directly at his chest. “Halt!” His
hands flew up in the air, and the rifle hit the ground. That was
just as well, because it was awkward, scrambling down that hill and
keeping him covered while I did it. To be fair, it didn’t look like
he was planning to try anything rashly heroic.

Grabbing his
gun—it was an old item; looked like it was only fit for shooting
squirrels or whatever it is they hunt in their off hours over
here—I let him know that he was now my prisoner. I herded him up
the path toward my unit, thinking “Damn, I’m good! I’ve got
this game right down!” I felt like a real veteran. In fact,
I believe I grew three full inches before we got back to my
platoon.

I have to say
he didn’t look like much, for a prisoner. He was a shortish,
balding guy. He had food stains on his shirt front and was wearing
some kind of sandal things. I would have preferred to capture
something more menacing, but we don’t always get to choose, do
we?

On the way, we
passed through a huddled collection of weathered stone hovels
clinging to the hillside. He’d obviously been returning to his
village…and this was it. Great. Word got around like wildfire and
we accumulated a rustic retinue of women and children, all
screeching and yammering in Italian. I ignored them altogether,
which was easy because I couldn’t understand a word they were
saying.

When we reached
camp, I marched him straight to the adjutant’s tent, interrupting
his conversation with several other officers who were gathered
around, trying to make sense of one of the many completely
unreliable Italian maps. I told him my story, as briefly as
possible. (The looks on their faces told me I’d better stick to the
short version.)

“…and I
captured this partisan, sir.”

They clearly
had no time for this. “Right. Take him out and shoot him,” snapped
the adjutant.

I looked at
him, stunned. “Well…I just captured him…”

“Yes…well, he’s
yours. You take him out…and shoot him. Those are your orders.”

Feeling pretty
crappy now, I stepped out of the tent into a crowd of about a
thousand Italians, begging and wailing. (I’m guessing, here.
I still couldn’t understand them.) Grimy children clutched
pathetically at my legs. This was really annoying.

They found
someone to interpret for them. “Please,” they were shrieking, “He
was only out hunting!” A hundred or so of the littlest kids were
sobbing, “Papa!”

I slunk back
into the tent, and met several icy glares. “I think maybe he might
not be a partisan after all.” I felt like a fool. “These people say
he was only out hunting.”

“Can’t you see
we’re busy?” snapped the adjutant. “Take the damn’ guy out and
shoot him! Now!”

I froze for a
moment. I couldn’t do this! I had to take a stand. “Look,
I’m not going to shoot him…you’ll have to get somebody else
to do it!”

A tent full of
officers traded grim glances. “Well, in that case…break his rifle,
kick him in the ass, and let him go.”

As I stumbled
out of the tent, I heard peals of laughter bouncing off the canvas
walls and escaping through the door behind me. I haven’t gone to
any great bother to round up any more partisans.

 


It didn’t take
us long to find out that partisans were actually thin on the ground
in Sicily. Few of the country folk and villagers could drum up any
enthusiasm for the war. Their larders had been picked clean, first
by the Italian army then by the Germans, and they had been left to
gnaw on the bones.

When we enter a
town vacated by the retreating Jerries, smiling people often pour
into the street to greet us:

“Welcome!
Welcome! Here…I’m shake you hand!”

“We glad…so
glad you come!”

“Canadians! You
know my cousin, Giuseppe, eh? He been in Montreal ten….fifteen
years now.”

And: “We
wait…wait….what take you so long?”

Old people
embarrass us by kissing our hands. Women sob with relief. We munch
big chunks of brown Italian bread, drink sour red wine offered
generously from hidden stashes, and try to explain with gestures
that Montreal is a long way from Toronto.

 


We usually
march all day and fight at night, and there are rarely big
battles…more often skirmishes with a few casualties here and a few
casualties there. By the time we take an objective, the Germans
have often managed to pack up and move on, but once in a while we
get lucky and trap someone. Taking a prisoner feels like finding
the prize in a crackerjack box; it’s one less guy pitching bullets
and bombs at us.

Of course, we
have to fit in a few hours of sleep sometime, and we try to do it
when the enemy isn’t in the immediate vicinity. Since it’s always
possible that they might be on the move and trip over us in the
dark, guards are posted to watch the roads while the rest of us
sleep. If anything comes near, the theory is that the guard will
yell and fire his weapon to announce the visitors before they can
do any damage. Unfortunately the guards are as exhausted as the
rest of us, and have been known to snooze on duty. This is not
encouraged. My own creative solution when I’m on guard duty is to
prop my bayonet under my chin. Eyes close…head nods…chin
drops…awake again! It’s very effective. I wonder why it’s
not in the official procedural manual.

 


Oh, we made one
kind of exciting bayonet charge. We were told to take a bald little
hill where there wasn’t much cover, so we fixed bayonets and
charged on up, screaming like banshees. It was the closest thing to
Hollywood glitz we’ve whipped up so far.

When I say
‘we’, don’t misunderstand: as section leader, I carried a Tommy
gun, not a rifle…so I had no bayonet. Less theatrical, no
doubt, but when my belt broke half way up the hill, I was able to
handle the gun with one hand, firing from the hip, and still have
the other free to hold up my pants. It wouldn’t have been nearly so
picturesque if I’d fallen on my face, with my pants down around my
ankles. Even a bayonet wouldn’t have made that look
good.

Incidentally,
that firing from the hip gambit is something we try to keep in
reserve for similar awkward pants-related situations. It’ll make
the enemy keep their heads down, maybe, but your accuracy won’t be
worth a damn.

Luckily, there
were only a couple of machine gunners holding the top, so no more
than two or three guys were hit. We took the hill. It was very
dramatic. I’ve had more fun having teeth pulled.

 


That wasn’t our
only bayonet action. Earlier, we had attacked a location that had
been an Italian officers’ training depot, coming at it from the
rear and charging on across the parade ground with fixed bayonets.
In that case, though, we had no casualties at all. The Italian
troops that were supposed to be there were all watching the bend in
the road ahead so they wouldn’t be surprised by…well…us, I
guess. When they realized the field had already been taken, they
threw up their hands and gave up without a fuss.

They weren’t
far wrong in focusing their defence on the bend in the road,
though. We’ve often come under terrific fire as we rounded bends in
roads. It’s an effective defensive strategy. The trick, though, is
to defend the road the enemy’s actually using.

I don’t mind
telling you that any bayonet charge where you don’t meet any enemy
at all qualifies as a great success. You just can’t help being
happy about it.

 


It’s
frustrating when a strategy fails and you can’t figure out why! The
Germans had been laying down an artillery barrage, and my platoon
made a night attack…over stone fences…up hills. We got only so far,
then came under terrific fire. It seemed to come from a bunch of
machine guns firing from behind one particular stretch of rocky
fence, about a hundred yards away.

We weren’t
going to be able to get past them head on, but I thought I had the
answer. “I’ll see if I can get around and flank the position.” I
traded my Tommy gun for the Bren gunner’s weapon, and grabbed up a
bag of ammo. I needed something with longer range than a submachine
gun.

I led a section
over, following a convenient hedge. At a break in this cover—and
now at an angle from the offending enemy fire—I sprawled behind a
big rock. As the German guns opened up, I set up the Bren gun on
its bipod, braced it against my shoulder and blasted away. Some of
the other guys in my section were firing too, but many just lay
quiet. They couldn’t get a good angle for a shot, and we never have
ammo to waste.

I was
determined to make the Jerry bastards stop!

They weren’t
stopping. I was really laying it on, and the stupid buggers weren’t
stopping! They could see where my fire was coming from, and their
bullets were hitting the top of my rock cover and deflecting
straight up and out, throwing off sparks and shards into the night.
I would have enjoyed the spectacular show if I hadn’t had to poke
my head up in order to get a shot in. They were seriously pissing
me off!

“Look
guys…we’re going to charge in and destroy those buggers. We’ll show
them who they’re messing with!” I was sure we could do it. “They
can’t thumb their noses at us like this!”

“Smitty, wait!”
one of my guys called out. “We’re being recalled. We have to go
back.” He swore he had seen a recall flare go up.

I wasn’t so
sure. Maybe he was mistaken. I hated to abandon my heroic battle
plan. But the other guys seemed eager to get back where they’d come
from.

“Ok…ok,” I
said. “We’ll give the sons of bitches a break. Is this ever
their lucky day!”

The next
morning I found out that we’d been about to attack a couple of
bloody Tiger Tanks, dug into the hill behind that stone fence.

“Well,” I said,
as coolly as possible. “That would explain our limited success in
routing them.” In fact, we’d had no success.

Several guys in
my platoon scowled, almost as if they thought I’d exposed them to
unnecessary danger.

“Hey!” I
reminded them. “The tanks did pull out this morning, didn’t they?”
But I think we all suspected it wasn’t because they were worried
about us attacking them. All we could have done was to sneak over
and kick at them, maybe. Anything else would have been a useless
waste of ammunition, and have no more effect than the teeny midges
that swarm around your head in the springtime. You don’t want to
breathe them in, but they sure can’t hurt you.

Tiger tanks are
huge!

 


From the time
we reached the mountains, it’s been hot, dirty slogging. There’s
often little shelter along the way, and under the coating of dust
kicked up from the road, the sun has burned my skin an impressive
copper colour that blends right in with my freckles. And my hair
has been bleached from red to rusty blonde, so I probably look a
lot like a photo negative of myself…only in sepia tones.

We’re always
short of supplies; we’re still wearing the same battered clothes we
had when we landed. If they rip, we mend them. The crotch keeps
ripping out of my own trousers, and I’ve had to sew and re-sew them
the whole way through Sicily. You’d be proud of me—I’m learning a
trade. Obviously, I’m not awfully good at it yet or they wouldn’t
keep ripping, but I’ll be a skilled seamstress (seamster?) by the
time I get them replaced. And if I don’t get a few minutes free to
work on them, well, I have to wear them ripped. We call it ‘waving
the flag’, and everybody but the flag waver himself finds it very
entertaining.

We’re entitled
to replacements, of course—it says so in our pay book—but there’s
no sense asking the quartermaster. I’ve tried. His answer never
changes; it only gets grouchier. “We don’t have any.” It’s not his
fault. If the supply trucks reach us at all, the space will be
taken up by ammunition, food and medical supplies—not clothes. I
guess they figure: it’s hot…go naked.

What my present
outfit lacks in style, it makes up in creative flair. I’m wearing
short pants ventilated at the crotch (I’ll fix them again later
today), a sweaty khaki shirt, an Italian shoulder holster with a
German Luger pistol, a Tommy gun and a big, ugly stiletto. The
Tommy gun was actually issued to me. The other accessories were
commandeered from their various reluctant owners. I didn’t get
their names, so I won’t likely return the stuff.

Oh, and I lost
my helmet somewhere along the way so I replaced it with a fascist
flag, cleverly wrapped and tied to keep the sweat out of my eyes.
It’s not a classic look, maybe, but it adds a touch of local
colour, and it keeps the sun from frying my brain.

Some of the
guys go shirtless, but I don’t dare. Remember the sunburn I got the
summer before I came overseas? Well, I do…and I’m not eager to let
it happen again if I can avoid it. One of these days they’ll invent
something to protect skin from the sun, but I bet they won’t issue
it to soldiers!

And you might
think that the short pants are the best thing for this hot weather.
Well, I would have thought so, too. But when you’re crawling and
sliding over roots and stones, it would be a great comfort to feel
a layer of khaki between the ground and your knees. Am I the first
person to notice this?

 


With all this
tramping, it’s the shoes and socks that go first. My own socks are
about walked to shreds, and my boots are so worn that a nail was
coming up well over an eighth of an inch through one sole, and
driving deeper into my foot every day. It hurt like hell, but it
was still better than going barefoot, so I ignored it as best I
could.

We were
searching a fair-sized stone house back of our lines, preparing it
for use as a temporary company headquarters, when I noticed
something odd about the wall beside the door.

“Hey!” I called
the others. “It looks like something’s been bricked up here
lately.” I tapped on the wall with my gun butt. “It’s hollow.”

Naturally we
were curious. “Surely nobody’s trying to hide something from
us!”

“Naw! It must
have been a mistake…they must have meant to leave a doorway. I
guess they were in such a hurry, they just forgot.”

“Oh, we can fix
that.”

So we bashed a
door-sized hole in the wall, and checked out the contents.

“For Chrissake!
It’s a closet!”

“Who the hell
would go to this much trouble to protect their clothes? Look again.
There must be jewellery or something.” We probably would have taken
jewellery. To repay ourselves for the trouble we’d taken creating a
doorway.

“I am
looking. There’s nothing! Suits, shirts, socks, some kind of fancy
dancing shoes or something…shit! Let’s go.”

Socks! I dove
into the closet, pushing the other guys aside. They didn’t care.
They were leaving anyway.

I stuffed my
pack with all the socks I could find. If I wear about four at a
time, I thought, they’ll cushion my foot from that damn’
nail. At least, until it gets worse.

Life was good!
I would have seriously considered killing somebody to get those
socks, but I’d only had to bust down a wall. I grabbed my gun and
swung on out the door—and nearly bumped, face first, into the
biggest goddam German I’ve ever seen, standing in the
doorway! I mean…he was gigantic! Goliath couldn’t have had more
than an inch or two over that guy.

I froze.
Imagine the indecision: should I shoot him, and maybe make him
angry…or should I simply hand over my weapon, and pray that I was
too insignificant for him to bother with? Before I could decide—I
admit I was favouring option number two—I glimpsed friendly
uniforms with weapons drawn, standing behind him.

He was a
prisoner…and he was unarmed. They were bringing him in for
interrogation. Oh…well.

I slid past him
and headed for the latrine. My bowels were in an uproar. It must
have been the excitement of finding those socks.

 


Don’t be
thinking, though, that we’re in the habit of looting and pillaging.
Oh, we all pick up the odd souvenir, and flashy bits of jewellery
attract some guys like they attract some crows. They know it isn’t
right, but they just can’t resist. Stuff gets broken when we’re
searching through homes, but that’s tough…we’re looking for people
who might shoot us, and we’re in a hurry. And if it looks like the
owner may be a Nazi sympathizer? Well, I guess we’re even more
careless than usual.

Of course, none
of this applies to wine. We hunt out wine—any kind, anywhere, any
time. And if it’s there, we’ll take it. Always. Bottles of wine,
jugs of wine, barrels of wine. If we find it, it’s ours! Tradition,
you know. It’s a soldier thing.

 


Hey! The guys
say the mail is finally going out. So I’ll sign off now. I don’t
want to miss it!

 


Your
brother,

Tommy

Pilferer,
Drunkard and All-Round Scoundrel

 


* * * * *

 


August 8, 1943

 


Kath,

Well, a couple
of bits of the German metal I’ve been dodging hit their mark. But
don’t worry—they can’t get rid of me that easily.

We were cutting
across country to make the link between the British and the
American armies near Mount Etna. Our unit had started advancing
over a patch of open field, when we got orders to dig in and hold
our ground. As usual, Alfie and I thought we knew better.

“What the hell
are we stopping for?” grumbled Alf. “Listen…there‘s damn little
going on out here. Sounds like Jerry’s nodding off.” It was true.
There were only a few half-hearted shells falling, here and
there.

“Yeah, it’s not
that far…” I agreed. We were heading for the place where an eight
foot wide stream cut a gap in the hill ahead. “Let’s keep on going.
The rest of them can catch up whenever they feel real safe.” Long
on sarcasm; short on common sense.

We had barely
started across when I heard the shriek of Moaning Minnies. Those
are the shells from bloody great six-barrel mortars that, to tell
you the truth, scare the hell out of me. I ran a few yards more
then flopped down, hoping if I hit the ground hard enough it’d cave
in and give me some protection.

I hugged that
dirt for a few minutes—or it may have been a few seconds—then I
heard a startled yell. Was that Alfie? When I raised my head
a bit to check on him, my helmet flew off. I felt a nasty burn on
the left side of my head and then a piece of shrapnel seared into
my right shoulder. All my parts seemed to be still in working
order, so I scrambled up, grabbed the helmet and stumbled back to
my unit, bleeding like a stuck pig from the head wound and
wondering whether maybe I should have done what I was told.

A quick glance
suggested that a small chunk had been taken off the top of my left
ear, and a piece of shrapnel had lodged in my right shoulder.
Neither was giving me too much trouble, but the ear was pouring
blood all over my only shirt.

“Just slap a
patch on them,” I suggested. “I’m fine.”

“Sorry, Smitty.
You’re going to have to take a trip to the hospital.”

Now, the field
dressing is something we always carry with us. When I go into
battle, I tuck one under the webbing on my helmet, to keep it
handy. It has got to be the handiest thing since toilet paper
(which we never have enough of, by the way). It’s a pad of
absorbent cotton with gauze ‘wings’ several feet long…long enough
to wrap around the body a couple of times and tie in place. Neat,
quick, and it works for pretty much any wound I care to imagine
having.

While they tied
field dressings onto my wounds, the guys were trying to piece
together what had happened.

“But
Smitty…your new helmet! The shrapnel cut the strap clear through…on
the left side. That was some magic shrapnel! It must have
hit the helmet, then swung around your head and sliced your ear on
the other side.”

“Naw! It
probably hit his skull then bounced over to his other ear.
You know what a hard head Smitty is!”

“You’re both
wrong. Didn’t you see? It knocked his helmet right off! It must
have gone right through the empty place inside his head. The helmet
got in the way, is all.”

“Yeah, Smitty,
why bother to replace the thing if you’re going to treat it so
bad?”

Sure, I
thought. Mock the poor wounded soldier. Very funny.

Alfie had
caught a piece of shrapnel in his leg—I guess it was his voice I
heard out there—but he was still able to walk so we set out for the
first aid station together.

“Hey!” I had to
have the last word. “Now that we’ve broken ground for you guys,
don’t just sit there…go on up and get a bit of what we got!”

Blood was still
clogged in my ear, so I couldn’t hear their replies clearly…but I
thought I could pick out “Fuck you!” from several sources.

We kept up a
nonchalant saunter as long as we were in view, although Alfie’s leg
must have been hurting like hell. But once we were on our way, we
decided we might as well wring as much glory out of the situation
as it offered. After all, we could now claim the distinction of
being ‘wounded veterans’ and we were wearing the blood stains to
prove it!

First aid wiped
our wounds off and patched them up a little.

When they were
done, they put us in a jeep and sent us to the British military
base hospital. It wasn’t far.

I jumped out of
the jeep. “So…” I looked around at a collection of large tents. “Is
this the ‘scratch’ hospital, then?”

Nobody laughed.
I thought it was funny. Some of these Brits have no sense of
humour at all.

Once they’d
cleaned up all the blood—there was a lot of blood—and bandaged my
ear, the doctors poked around my shoulder a bit and decided to
leave whatever shrapnel was hiding there right where it was. It
seems to be only small bits, and they say they’ll pop out on their
own some day. Like a secret mobile souvenir cache.

“So…I can go
back now?” I suggested, hopefully.

“Certainly
not!” The medic was offended. Clearly, I’d stumbled over some
protocol or other. “We’ll find you a bunk and check on you later.
We’ll let you know when you may leave.”

“But you’ve
patched me up just great. Thanks…really! But I feel fine now.”

“You can’t
simply come and go as you choose, young man!”

I’ve noticed
that the British enjoy a kind of formal—some might say
officious—way of conducting themselves in their official
capacities. It can be very annoying, if you pay attention. I ignore
it, most times.

 


And now we’ve
heard that the war in Sicily is all over except for taking a broom
and a great big dust pan and sweeping the last of the Germans right
off the island, so the Canadian troops have been pulled out of the
action. Great! The other guys are whooping it up and getting
whatever other good stuff is going around, and I’m sitting here in
this damned hospital!

I have a good
mind to just grab my gear and get the hell out of here.

 


Love, from a
pissed-off war hero,

Tommy

 


* * * * *

 


August 18, 1943

 


Kath,

After writing
my last letter I stuck it in my pack and bolted, back to my unit. I
didn’t even stay to get the blood washed out of my shirt. I figured
after all our hard work we were due for some rowdy
celebrating—maybe a bit of good-natured looting and
pillaging—something festive!

No such luck!
When I caught up with my unit, there they were…marching in the
village square to impress one of the bigwigs: Monty…McNaughton…who
cares? They all drop by to tell us what a really top notch job
we’ve done over here. In order to receive their thanks all we have
to do, after fighting our way through Sicily, is spend endless
hours looking natty under the hot sun. Hey! You’re welcome!
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