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 A fter years in obscurity, the story of the 6888th Postal Directory Battalion is coming to 
selected theaters and to Netflix in December with the release of the feature film, The Six 
Triple Eight. And it’s a special delivery to be sure. 

The film tells a tale of the trials and triumphs of American military personnel that is unique 
amid the chronicles of service in World War II. The 6888 th was the U.S. Army’s only all-female, 
all-Black unit of the Women’s Army Corps to serve in the great conflict and actually deploy to 
an active theater of operations outside the continental U.S. 

The catalyst for the much-anticipated motion picture is actor/filmmaker Tyler Perry, who 
became captivated with the people and places of the 6888th, as well as the unit’s inspirational 
response to the duty at hand. Perry read the story of the 6888th written by Kevin Hymel, a U.S. 
Army historian, author and research direcctor for WWII History magazine for years. It was 
Hymel’s compelling and thoroughly researched account that finally brought the 6888 th into 
the spotlight and inspired Perry. 

Hymel was tipped off about the 6888th by co-worker Jean Davis, who mentioned the unit 
when the two were involved in the Army’s Freedom Team Salute project in 2008. He followed 
the lead to produce the basis for Perry’s film. WWII History editorial director Carl Gnam pro-
vided a big boost when he contacted Hollywood film producer Carlota Espinosa, whose enthu-
siasm for the tale of the 6888th grew steadily as she enlisted the support of fellow producers 
Peter Gruber and Keri Selig. When Espinosa further introduced the opportunity to Perry, he 
joined in to produce, write and direct, while Kerry Washington, star of ABC’s television series 
Scandal for seven seasons, enlisted to star in the motion picture and serve as executive producer. 
Other Hollywood luminaries appearing in The Six Triple Eight include Oprah Winfrey, Susan 
Sarandon, and Sam Waterston. 

The women of the 6888th were devoted to their task, and it was monumental. After training 
in Fort Oglethorpe, Georgia, the unit reached Britain in February 1945 after crossing the haz-
ardous waters of the Atlantic Ocean amid the wartime threat of German U-boats. Within days, 
the women were presented with a three-year backlog of undelivered letters, postcards, etc., 
intended for American service personnel in Europe. 

They took on the veritable mountain of mail with vigor, adopting the motto “No Mail, Low 
Morale.” Assaulting the accumulated 17 million pieces, they worked seemingly endless hours in 
dark, dank warehouses while rats scurried over their feet and the occasional Nazi V-1 Buzz 
Bomb or V-2 rocket exploded close at hand, shaking the buildings to their foundations. And 
they delivered. 
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The women of the 6888th not only distrib-
uted the mail, but also endured the racial dis-
crimination that was rife in the day. Because 
of Hymel’s commendable effort, a gem of a 
vignette emerged during an interview with one 
of their number, Lena Derriecott King. At age 
95, the vivacious King told of an evening in a 
local theater when she was informed by Mili-
tary Police that her charges were not sitting in 
the area designated for “colored people.” 
When an officer of the 6888th confronted the 
colonel commanding regarding the injustice, 
her strength of character led to an official 
announcement that the theater, bowling alley, 
and cafeteria would no longer be segregated. 

Hymel has rendered a great service in the 
effort to remember those who made significant 
contributions to the war effort. Since then, he 
has conducted numerous interviews with the 
elderly veterans of the 6888th , written articles, 
and collaborated with Perry and the film team 
as an advisor. 

In 2022, the 6888th was honored with the 
award of the U.S. Congressional Gold Star, 
and President Joe Biden lauded the veterans 
“in recognition of their pioneering military ser-
vice, devotion to duty, and contributions to 
increase the morale of personnel stationed in 
the European theater of operations during 
World War II.” 

Thanks to Hymel, Perry, and now so many 
others, The Six Triple Eight brings the story of 
this dedicated unit that persevered through 
tremendous adversity to a much wider audi-
ence—and no doubt to greater acclaim that is 
so richly deserved.
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ings only intensified after Germany invaded 
Poland in 1939. 

Against his family’s wishes, Kauffman 
joined the American Volunteer Ambulance 
Corps as a driver in 1940. On May 10 of that 

 L ieutenant Commander Draper Kauffman was crawling across a moonlit beach on 
enemy-held Tinian Island when he first noticed the sound of voices. Kauffman was 
furious—how could one of his men be so careless as to jeopardize the entire team’s 

security when everything depended on silence and stealth. 
The 32-year-old U.S. Navy officer was about to whisper a harsh warning to keep quiet 

when he realized the voices were Japanese. Kauffman gripped his sheath knife as an enemy 
patrol came toward him. Quickly slipping out of his swim trunks, he rolled in the sand to 
camouflage his body. All he could do now was pray the patrol didn’t see him. 

Eleven years before this incident, Midshipman Draper L. Kauffman could never have imag-
ined himself in command of the U.S. Navy’s toughest underwater demolition men as they 
scouted hostile beaches halfway around the world. He had just graduated from the United 
States Naval Academy, but Depression-era policies denied him a commission in the peacetime 
Regular Navy. As a cost-saving measure, only 50 percent of 1933’s graduating class at 
Annapolis would enter active duty. Weak eyes kept Draper from following his father—James 
L. Kauffman (USNA 1908)—into a Navy career. 

Instead, Kauffman took a job with a New York-based steamship line and was assigned 
to the company’s Hamburg office, where he witnessed firsthand Adolf Hitler’s rise to 
power during the late 1930s. He developed a lasting hatred for the Nazi regime; these feel-

Pioneer Draper Kauffman founded the 
Underwater Demolition Team (UDT), or 
frogmen, precursor to the Navy SEALs.
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ABOVE: A U.S. Navy demolition team works to 
clear obstacles and mines from a beach on Saipan 
prior to the Marines amphibious landing. The 
demolition teams were conceived and trained by 
Draper Kauffman and provided great service in 
some of the most dangerous operations of the 
war. INSET: Lieutenant Commander Draper  
Kauffman receives his second Navy Cross for 
heroism during operations on the Japanese-held 
island of Saipan. Presenting the medal is his 
father, Adm. James L. Kauffman.
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year, he reported for duty with the French 
Army in Alsace-Lorraine—coincidentally, 
the same day that German forces launched 
their blitzkrieg campaign against Belgium, 
Luxembourg, and the Netherlands.  

As fierce battles raged across the region, 
Kauffman spent the next five weeks evacu-
ating the wounded under frequent enemy fire 
despite the Red Cross markings on his vehi-
cle. For his selfless dedication to duty, he 
received the French Croix de Guerre. 

In mid-June, Draper was captured by Ger-
man troops and sent to a prisoner of war 
camp at Lunéville. He spent two months 
there before the U.S. Naval Attaché (a friend 
of the family) arranged his release. Kauffman 
then made his way to neutral Portugal and 
hopped a freighter bound for England. By 
September 1940, he was wearing the uni-
form of a sub-lieutenant in the Royal Navy 
Volunteer Reserve—the only American offi-
cer then serving with that organization. 

While in the U.K., Draper volunteered for 
a hazardous assignment with the Royal 
Navy’s bomb disposal squads. Well aware of 
the risks, Kauffman felt he could best serve 
the Allied cause by deactivating unexploded 
munitions. His first mission took him to Liv-
erpool, where he disarmed an aerial mine 
whose warhead was found resting on an 
overstuffed chair inside a private residence. 

Kauffman defused dozens of German pro-
jectiles during his year with the Royal Navy. 
By 1941, the Germans were fitting aerial ord-
nance with devices that detonated the main 
charge if tampered with. In January, Draper’s 
hand slipped while working on an air mine—
when its anti-withdrawal mechanism began 
buzzing, he dashed to safety before the war-
head went off. The explosion left him dazed 
but otherwise unharmed. 

In September 1941, Kauffman—now 
wearing the two stripes of a RNVR lieu-
tenant—sailed for the States to enjoy a well-
earned leave of absence. While in Washing-
ton, D.C., he briefed the Navy’s Chief of 
Ordnance, Rear Admiral William H.P. 
Blandy, on the Royal Navy’s bomb disposal 
program. He also met with Rear Admiral 
Chester W. Nimitz, Chief of Naval Person-
nel, regarding his future employment. 

As Kauffman recalled, Nimitz opened by 
asking the lieutenant why he wasn’t in the 
U.S. Navy. “Sir,” Draper replied, “each time 

I write applying to our Naval Reserve, I get 
a letter back rejecting me because my eyes 
aren’t good enough.” 

“They are now,” Nimitz said, concluding 
the interview. 

Within days, Kauffman was released from 
the Royal Navy. On November 7, 1941, he 
accepted a commission with the rank of 
lieutenant, U.S. Naval Reserve, with his first 
assignment the establishment of a bomb dis-
posal school in Washington D.C.’s Naval 
Gun Factory. His first task was to develop 
a curriculum, then find the right men to 
teach it. Ensign Means Johnston, Jr., an 
officer Kauffman described as “top-notch” 
in every regard, became his executive offi-
cer. Instructors included others with expe-
rience in the United Kingdom as unex-
ploded ordnance technicians. 

Kauffman’s initial class of 50 bomb dis-
posal officers came primarily from the Naval 
Reserve commissioning programs at North-
western and Columbia Universities. He 
sought students who possessed “self-confi-
dence, self-discipline, and self-reliance;” 
tellingly, his volunteers also had to be 
unmarried. They would begin training after 
the new year. 

On December 15, 1941, one week after 
the attack on Pearl Harbor, Kauffman was 
sent to Hawaii on a dangerous mission. An 
unexploded Japanese 551-pound demoli-
tion bomb, dropped just outside an ammu-

nition bunker on Schofield Barracks, 
required his attention. Working with a gun-
ner’s mate named Robert Eigell, Kauffman 
cautiously approached the projectile and 
began to dismantle it.  

“You know how you always think of the 
Japanese as being very good with tricky 
things like booby traps,” he recalled. “It 
turned out that I couldn’t have set that bomb 
off if I’d had a sledgehammer... The fuze was 
completely faulty.” 

Freshly decorated with a Navy Cross for 
his work in Hawaii, Kauffman returned to 
Washington just as his inaugural bomb dis-
posal officers class began its 11-week pro-
gram. As a final exam, his students under-
went a practical exercise that lasted 29 hours 
straight—to see who got careless under con-
ditions of extreme stress and fatigue. 

While in Washington, Kauffman began 
dating his younger sister’s best friend—a 
vivacious college student named Margaret 
“Peggy” Cary Tuckerman. The two got 
engaged on Valentine’s Day, 1943, and were 
married May 1 in a lavish society wedding. 

On the last day of their honeymoon, 
Kauffman was directed to meet Capt. Jeffrey 
C. Metzal of the Navy Staff in Washington. 
Metzal, who helped coordinate special oper-
ations, asked him if he had ever seen pictures 
of the obstacle belts that German forces were 
then building along the French coast. Kauff-
man had not and the captain described in 

A member of an Underwater Demolition Team (UDT) is brought aboard a rubber raft that is towed by a 
powered watercraft. Note the life belt that holds the diver’s knife in its sheath and other basic tools.
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graphic detail how soldiers would drown 
under the weight of their own equipment if 
submerged obstacles forced them to step off 
their landing craft too far from shore. 

“I want you to put a stop to that,” Metzal 
said, telling Kauffman he was now responsi-
ble for setting up a school that instructed 
sailors how to find, mark, and destroy beach 
obstacles. “Pick a place to train your peo-
ple,” Metzal continued, assuring him that he 
could have anyone he wanted on his staff. 
The job also came with a spot promotion to 
lieutenant commander. 

The newly-established Naval Amphibious 
Training Base at Fort Pierce, Florida, was 
ideal. Located on a pair of barrier islands 
along Florida’s Atlantic coast, it enjoyed 
yearlong good weather and warm water—
plus its isolated location helped assure 
secrecy. By mid-July 1943, Kauffman and his 
small cadre of instructors (most of whom 
came from the bomb disposal school) were 
installed in a tent city there. 

A joint Army-Navy commando outfit 

called the Scouts and Raiders also trained on 
South Island and offered to help Kauffman 
welcome his first class of demolitions men—
mostly ex-Seabees—to Fort Pierce. Their 
seven-day program of non-stop physical and 
emotional testing, conducted under the blaz-
ing Florida sun, instantly became known as 
“Hell Week”—a tradition that continues in 
the U.S. Navy’s SEAL selection school today. 

Trainees endured long days of running on 
hot sandy beaches, swimming among poiso-
nous jellyfish in rough surf, and wading 
through the alligator-infested Indian River 
while carrying rubber boats over their heads. 
At least 40 percent of the first class had quit 
or was in sick bay before Hell Week ended. 
“Many times I wanted to lay down and cry,” 
wrote one sailor, “but the sand fleas and 
mosquitoes wouldn’t let me.” 

Kauffman also insisted that officers 
undergo the same training as their enlisted 
sailors. He directly participated in that first 
Hell Week, a measure that earned the respect 
of many students. Already, these so-called 

“demolitioneers” were building a spirit of 
esprit de corps that would help them get 
through many tough days in combat. 

The trainees at Fort Pierce learned to work 
as part of a Naval Combat Demolition Unit 
(NCDU). Each team, consisting of one officer 
and six sailors, employed specialized explosive 
materials to reduce enemy beach obstacles. 
The NCDU men wore steel helmets, fatigue 
uniforms, life belts, and field shoes (boon-
dockers), as they were not expected to do 
much swimming in the course of their duties. 

One of Kauffman’s additional duties at 
Fort Pierce was as chairman of the Joint 
Army Navy Experimental Test (JANET) 
Board. The JANET Board’s mandate 
included coordinating service responsibilities 
for breaching enemy obstacles during an 
amphibious operation. The board also 
reviewed experimental equipment and tech-
niques designed to counter shoreside fortifi-
cations like the Belgian Gate, a fence-like 
barrier that was recently observed on likely 
European invasion beaches. 

Members of UDT-6 climb aboard a landing craft off the island of Saipan in the Marianas. One of the lightly equipped Navy divers has an M-1 carbine slung over his 
shoulder, and each of the men wears the life belt that holds their knife and other equipment. 
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Day and night, rows of wooden posts, steel 
tetrahedrons, and Belgian Gates were blown 
up by NCDU trainees all across uninhabited 
North Island. Once the students destroyed 
these obstacles, a crew of Seabees rebuilt 
them for the next class. An estimated 3,500 
“demolitioneers” received training at Fort 
Pierce during World War II. 

Despite the important work he was per-
forming in Florida, Kauffman ached for ser-
vice in a more active theater of operations. 
For him, a door of opportunity opened in the 
aftermath of a near-disaster at Tarawa. A 
combination of poor intelligence work, unex-
pected tides, and heavy Japanese opposition 
doomed hundreds of U.S. Marines as they 
stormed that atoll on November 20, 1943. 
Rear Admiral Richmond K. Turner, com-
manding the naval attack force that put them 
there, later wrote: “We must never make 
another amphibious operation without exact 
information as to the depths of water or 
without the ability to eliminate obstacles 
before the landing.” 

Summoned to Hawaii, Kauffman left 
Peggy (who was six months pregnant with 
their first child) for a new and extraordinar-
ily perilous assignment as commanding offi-

cer of Underwater Demolition Team (UDT) 
Five. The UDTs were a brainchild of Admi-
ral Turner, who envisioned a large force of 
trained swimmers responsible for hydro-
graphic reconnaissance in addition to elim-
inating beach obstacles. Each team would 
consist of 100 men (13 officers and 87 
enlisted sailors) and go to war in a high-
speed transport vessel—essentially, a modi-
fied World War I-era “four-stack” 
destroyer. Smaller landing craft carried on 
board would then transport the swimmers 
in toward shore and recover them once their 
mission was completed. 

In April 1944, the new commander of 
UDT 5 met with Admiral Turner to receive 
his orders for Operation Forager, the inva-
sion of Saipan. The briefing, as Kauffman 
related, began when Turner showed him a 
chart of Saipan’s west coast. 

“I want you people to swim in to the beach 
about eight on D Minus One,” Turner said. 
“Make a detailed survey of the depths of the 
water, the obstacles, anti-boat mines, the gun 
positions ashore, surf conditions, and other 
details important to the landing forces. I also 
want you to blow out all obstacles in that 
1,800 by 6,000-yard area.” 

Kauffman, assuming the admiral meant 8 
p.m., asked him how much moonlight was 
available. Turner, showing his temper, 
barked that he wanted the swimmers to go 
in at eight in the morning. 

To this, Kauffman protested: “You don’t 
swim into somebody else’s beach in broad 
daylight, sir!”  

“You do,” Turner curtly responded.  
Kauffman then went on to meet the mem-

bers of UDT-5, then stationed at the Naval 
Combat Demolition Training and Experi-
mental Base on Maui. There was much to do 
before his team shoved off for Saipan. Every 
man practiced long-distance swimming using 
a new sidestroke technique. The despised 
steel helmets and boondocker boots came 
off, replaced by cotton trunks, canvas sneak-
ers, knee pads, and a face mask. 

The only weapon to be carried was a belt 
knife. Other tools of the trade included a 
grease pencil and Plexiglas slate for recording 
depth soundings. Additionally, swim teams 
(the UDTs always worked in pairs) employed 
marker buoys, balsa floats, and fishing line—
55 miles of it—to survey their sectors and 
mark enemy obstacles or coral heads for 
demolition. To ensure their readings were 
accurate, Kauffman had his men’s bodies 
painted with black stripes every six inches.  

Midmorning on June 14, 1944, UDT-5’s 
“frogmen” slipped into the water off Red and 
Green Beaches, designated landing zones for 
the 2nd Marine Division’s amphibious assault 
the next day. With a barrage of naval gunfire 
shrieking over their heads, the swimmers got 
to work. Kauffman, eyeglasses taped to his 
temples, supervised operations from a motor-
ized air mattress in the center sector. 

As his swimmers neared shore, Kauffman 
could see splashes appear around their bob-
bing heads. Convinced that supporting war-
ships (some of which were commanded by 
his father) were shooting short, he got on the 
radio to tell his Exec, Lieutenant John 
DeBold, they needed to lift their fire. 

“Skipper,” DeBold replied, “those aren’t 
shorts.” Enemy shells, he explained, were mak-
ing the splashes that worried Kauffman. 

One UDT-5 frogman, Shipfitter First Class 
Robert Christensen, was killed when his “fly-
ing mattress” came under Japanese machine-
gun fire. When two other swimmers were 
reported missing, Kauffman commandeered 

A member of UDT-2 places an explosive charge to destroy a beach obstacle during assault training at  
Little Creek, Virginia. The Little Creek facility was established in 1942 and remains the primary base for 
the amphibious forces of the U.S. Navy’s Atlantic Fleet. 
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a landing craft and went in after them. Amid 
a shower of exploding mortar rounds, he 
somehow pulled both men to safety. 

Of his sailors’ courage that day, Kauffman 
remarked: “Every single man was calmly and 
slowly continuing his search and marking his 
slate, with stuff dropping all around. They 
didn’t appear one tenth as scared as I was. I 
would not have been so amazed if ninety per-
cent of the men had done so well, but to have 
a cold 100 percent go in through the rain of 
fire was almost unbelievable.” 

Later that day, Kauffman briefed an 
assemblage of Navy and Marine Corps 
senior leaders on beach conditions at Saipan. 
He reported that both Red and Green 
Beaches could support an amphibious 
assault, but the Marines’ tank landing craft 
could not put in where the original plan spec-
ified. Suggesting an alternate route, he vol-
unteered to lead the flotilla of tank-carrying 
vessels toward shore on D-Day using a bor-
rowed “Alligator” tractor. 

Kauffman’s frogmen again provided valu-
able service during the Tinian invasion in late 
July. Their thorough nocturnal reconnais-
sance of that island’s potential landing 
beaches convinced Admiral Turner to change 

his mind about putting the invasion force 
ashore opposite heavily-fortified Tinian 
town. Working with Marines of V Amphibi-
ous Corps’ Recon Battalion, sailors from 
UDT-5 and UDT-7 swam in to collect soil 
samples on two narrow strips of sand labeled 
White Beach 1 and White Beach 2. 

Once more, Kauffman led from the front. 
He broke his last remaining pair of spectacles 
while covering himself in sand to hide from 
an enemy patrol but returned before dawn 
to pronounce the White beaches suitable for 
landing craft. The 4th Marine Division went 
in on July 24, and despite fierce enemy resis-
tance managed to secure Tinian in eight days. 
Marine General Holland M. Smith, V 
Amphibious Corps Commander, declared it 
“the most perfect amphibious operation in 
the Pacific War.” 

For Kauffman, Tinian marked his last 
combat swim. Reassigned in September as 
Chief of Experiments and Development on 
Maui, he was promoted to the rank of full 
Commander a few months later. For his 
valor in Operation Forager, Commander 
Kauffman was awarded a second Navy 
Cross—pinned on by his father. 

Now assigned as commander of all Under-

water Demolition Teams in the Central 
Pacific, Kauffman participated in the Iwo 
Jima and Okinawa invasions. At war’s end, 
wearing the four stripes of a Naval Reserve 
captain, he played a key role in preparing a 
number of landing beaches for Allied troops 
as they moved in to occupy Japan. 

Despite his status as a decorated combat 
leader, Kauffman again faced difficulties 
when in 1947 he applied for a Regular Navy 
commission. Poor distance vision, an exam-
ining physician said, disqualified Kauffman 
from sea duty; putting his glasses back on, 
the resourceful frogman quickly memorized 
his eye chart and asked to retake the test. 
This time, he passed it easily. 

Kauffman’s post-war career included com-
mand of the destroyer USS Gearing (DD-710), 
attack transport Bexar (APA-237), and heavy 
cruiser USS Helena (CA-75). Following pro-
motion to rear admiral in 1960, he served as 
the United States Naval Academy’s 44th 
superintendent from 1965 to 1968. Retiring 
from the Navy in 1973, he died six years later. 
At his request, he was buried in the Naval 
Academy Cemetery. 

Kauffman’s legacy lives on in the Draper L. 
Kauffman Leadership Excellence Award, pre-
sented yearly to an outstanding Midshipman 
Second Class at the U.S. Naval Academy. 
Another award bearing his name is annually 
bestowed on a deserving Navy Explosive 
Ordnance Disposal officer. The military has 
dedicated several training facilities in his 
honor, while the guided missile frigate USS 
Kauffman (FFG-59)—in commission from 
1987 to 2015—recognized father-and-son 
admirals James and Draper Kauffman. 

Known today as “America’s First Frog-
man,” Kauffman’s influence is perhaps best 
felt at the demanding Basic Underwater 
Demolition/SEAL Training School located 
in Coronado, California. There, aspiring 
Navy special operations warriors—officers 
and enlisted sailors alike—endure Hell 
Week, a rite of passage inaugurated 80 
years ago by this bright, courageous, and 
inspiring combat leader who overcame 
great adversity in the service of his nation 
and fellow sailors. 

 
Patrick J. Chaisson, a retired military officer 
and author, writes from his home in Scotia, 
New York. 
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In July 1945, a U.S. Navy UDT team member rigs blocks of explosive TNT for the demolition of beach 
obstacles at Balikpapan, Borneo. The UDTs operated at Balikpapan in support of amphibious landings by 
the Australian 7th Division.
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200 feet. Connaway gave the order to “rig for 
depth charge” and crewmen rushed to close 
the watertight hatches between compartments 
and secure everything that might come loose. 

The destroyer raced overhead. Seaman 2nd 
Class Edwin K. F. Keller described how the 
destroyer’s “screws sounded like a freight 
train coming through a tunnel.”  

Commissioned on January 16, 1939, the 
diesel-powered Sculpin was named after a 
spiny broad-mouthed fish. She was a Sargo-
class submarine, 310 feet long, with a 26-
foot beam, and a 16-foot draft. With four 
General Motors V-16 diesel engines, she had 
a surface speed of 21 knots and 8.75 knots 
submerged. She had a range of 11,000 nau-
tical miles at 10 knots. Sculpin’s batteries 
gave her an endurance of 48 hours sub-
merged. Her test depth was 250 feet. She had 
eight torpedo tubes (four forward and four 
aft) and carried a total of two dozen 21-inch 
torpedoes. A three-inch gun was mounted on 
the deck forward of the bridge along with a 
20mm cannon. Five officers and 54 enlisted 
men completed her crew. 

 Two days after receiving intelligence on the route of an important enemy convoy, the 
USS Sculpin (Sargo-class submarine SS-191) made radar contact with the Japanese 
ships near the Caroline Islands in the Western Pacific Ocean.  

The sub’s captain, Commander Fred Connaway, ordered the boat to make a high speed 
run on the surface to gain a dawn attack position. After reaching a point ahead of the convoy, 
Sculpin submerged and began an attack on November 18, 1943. As Connaway took a quick 
periscope observation prior to launching torpedoes, sharp-eyed Japanese lookouts spotted the 
periscope, and the convoy’s escorts quickly forced the boat to “go deep.” The Sculpin rigged 
for silent running as Connaway skillfully maneuvered the boat to avoid the escorts’ futile 
attempts to locate her.  

Connaway waited about an hour until the sound operator no longer heard the escorts’ pro-
pellers and ordered the Sculpin to come up to periscope depth. He scanned the horizon to see 
if there was another chance to attack the convoy. Finding nothing, he ordered the submarine 
to surface. Lt. George E. Brown, the submarine’s third officer related, “We surfaced in front 
of a Jap destroyer [Yamagumo (Mountain Cloud), DD 113) that had been left there as a 
‘sleeper’ [to counter such a move].” 

The Yamagumo spotted the submarine 600 yards off her port beam and launched a devas-
tating attack. “Dive! Dive! Dive!” Connaway ordered. The diving officer took her down to 

‘Dive! Dive! Dive!’—the last patrol of the 
USS Sculpin ended near the Caroline 
Islands in the Pacific in November 1943.
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R I C H A R D  C A M PO R D N A N C E

The USS Nautilus (SS-168) meets the USS Sculpin (SS-191)  
in 1941 in this painting by marine artist Arthur E. Beaumont.
www.navsource.org
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Sculpin became famous when, on her shake-
down cruise, she helped rescue the crew of the 
sunken USS Squalus (SS-192) in May 1939. 
Sculpin was the first to spot Squalus’ emer-
gency red smoke bomb and rescue buoy. She 
established initial communications with the 
sunken boat and then directed the submarine 
rescue ship Falcon (ASR-2) to her location. 

At 32, Connaway was a veteran sub-
mariner, having served three previous subma-
rine tours (SS-123, SS-131 and SS-149), before 
taking command of the Sculpin for her ninth 
war patrol in November 1943. On her first 
eight patrols, Sculpin had been credited with 
sinking nine ships for a total of 42,200 tons 
and damaging 10 others, totaling 63,000 tons. 

Also on board Sculpin this trip was Cap-
tain John P. Cromwell, Commander, Subma-
rine Division 43, who was scheduled to form 
a mid-Pacific wolf pack including Sculpin, 
USS Searaven (SS-196), USS Spearfish (SS-
190), and USS Apogon (SS-308)—in the 
event the Japanese fleet sortied from its base 
at Truk in the Carolines. Although Cromwell 
was senior in rank, Connaway was in com-
mand of the boat. 

The sound operator heard the splashes of 
Yamagumo’s depth charges hitting the water. 
The 600-pound charges sank to their pre-
scribed depth and exploded close aboard, 
causing the Sculpin to reel from the concus-
sion. The sound reverberated inside the boat. 
The explosion of the second salvo damaged 
the boat’s depth gauge, unbeknownst to the 
diving officer—causing it to stick at 125 feet. 
An exhaust valve in the after engine room rup-
tured, and the compartment started taking on 
water. Several sea valves were jarred off their 
seats and could not be made watertight. “The 

damage received by the first depth charges was 
not unusual but disconcerting,” Brown said. 

Connaway maneuvered the boat away from 
the searching destroyer until a timely rain 
squall enabled the submarine to evade its 
immediate attacks. However, when Connaway 
attempted to come up to periscope depth a sec-
ond time, the Sculpin broached because the 
diving officer believed the boat was still 125 
feet below the surface. A crewman in the for-

ward torpedo room shouted over the battle 
phone, “The bow is out of the water!” 

Yamagumo spotted the surfaced boat and 
immediately attacked. As the Sculpin tried to 
make a crash dive to safety, the crew heard 
the unmistakable sound of depth charges 
splashing into the water. At the first explo-
sion, the boat shuddered violently and 
plunged further into the depths. A second and 
third explosion, each coming closer, brought 
paint chips and cork insulation fluttering 
down on the crew. Light bulbs shattered. The 
outboard vents in both torpedo rooms were 

The USS Sculpin docked at the Bethlehem Steel Company shipyard, San Francisco, California, May 1, 
1943. The submarine had just completed an overhaul and upgrade in both weaponry and radar systems.

LEFT: Navy Lieutenant Commander Fred Conn-
away was skipper of the USS Sculpin when it 
was lost in action on November 19, 1943. RIGHT: 
U.S. Navy Captain John P. Cromwell, comman-
der, Submarine Division 43 in the Pacific the-
ater happened to be aboard the USS Sculpin 
when it was attacked on November 19, 1943.  

All: Naval History and Heritage Command
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severely damaged and leaking.  
“The hands on the depth charge gauge fell 

off in front of my face. The pressure gauges 
near the diving station commenced flooding,” 
Brown described. The concussion “jarred 
holy hell out of us,” Baker said. 

A fourth blast knocked out the boat’s sonar 
and damaged the steering and diving plane 
gear. It tore the radio transmitter from the 
bulkhead and smashed the receiver. Water 
sprayed into the compartments from numer-
ous leaks, shorting out electrical equipment. 
The diving officer lost control, and the boat 
plunged well below its safe operating depth 
of 250 feet. The pressure gauges around his 
diving station were all flooded out. Tons of 
water in the forward torpedo room forced the 
bow down. The boat’s engines had to run at 
high speed to keep from sinking further. The 
engine noises made it easier for the Yam-
agumo’s sonar to track the Sculpin.  

Brown surveyed the damage. “I found the 
after engine room had flooded to such an 
extent that I believed it unwise to attempt to 
place a bubble in No. 4 Main Ballast Tank, 
which would have aided the trim consider-
ably. The flow of water forward might short 
the main motor leads. We decided to bail the 
water forward to another compartment until 
we could trim the ship without endangering 
the main motors.” Temperatures in the sub 
reached more than 100 degrees. 

Fireman 1st Class Joseph E. Baker said, “The 
air was getting worse and the heat was hor-
rific.” The bucket brigade was exhausted and 
making little headway with the rising water. 

The Sculpin could no longer stay down. The 
battery power was almost exhausted, and it 
was still six hours until sundown and the pos-
sibility of evading the destroyer. In a last-ditch 
effort to save the boat and her crew, Conn-

Profile of the USS Sculpin surfaced off the coast 
of California in the spring of 1943 after under-
going a major upgrade in radar and weapons 
systems. Sculpin was lost in action in November 
1943 battling Japanese surface forces off the 
Caroline Islands in the Western Pacific.

V E M B E RV E M B E RV E M B E R  N O

s a W“It’
eatuF

N ON O

Christmas

A N D D E C E M B

ful LnderoW
omaxi fruring the T

A N D  D E C E M BA N D D E C E M B

s on the Hom

E R 2 0 2 4

e!” Lif
m  

ont 

E R  2 0 2 4E R 2 0 2 4

mefr

ansporanks, Jeeps & Ta•
US: US:PLPL

T oo

uthenticincluding A
attle Exhibits  B•

a spoa s, Jeeps & rts

e!and mor•
egion of the R

acts  ories and ArtiftS•
orms Helmets and Unif

uthentic  including A

717-253-3414 • museum@
eek Rd., Ged Crkoo845 Cr

g @visitww2.or
 17325 APAGettysburg, P

gorw2.visitw

WH-Win25 ORD Sculpin.qxp_WW-Mar04 Ordnance 18, 20-23  10/3/24  3:51 PM  Page 21



WINTER 202522

away decided to fight it out on the surface.  
“Commander Connaway had been so 

calm, resourceful, and persevering during the 
five hours of severe depth charging that it was 
hard for the crew to realize that the situation 
was as serious as it was,” Brown recalled. 

A member of the crew witnessed a debate 
between the two senior officers.  

“Captain Cromwell asked the skipper to 
keep the boat down,” he recalled. “No, we’re 
going to battle surface,” Connaway replied. 
“The skipper wanted as many men as possi-
ble to escape,” the crewman said. 

Brown recalled, “As he [Connaway] started 
up to the conning tower, he ordered me to 
make sure the Sculpin was scuttled in case we 
lost the one-sided engagement with the 

destroyer. He still maintained his calm, col-
lected, courageous manner.” 

Connaway and the gunnery officer took 
position on the bridge, while the executive 
officer stayed in the conning tower. Conn-
away ordered, “Battle stations gun action. 
Deck gun only.”  

Chief Signalman W. E. “Dinty” Moore 
asked Connaway, “Don’t you want to make 
ready the tubes?” “No, just battle surface.” 
Bill Cooper who heard the exchange stated, 
“If we’d have had those tubes ready for that 
Japanese ship, all we would have had to do 
was aim the boat at him and fire the torpe-
does with a one-degree spread. We were just 
sitting there dead in the water.” 

Moore recounted, “I think the skipper had 

just given up. He knew we didn’t have a 
chance.” With only one three-inch deck gun, 
the Sculpin was seriously outgunned. The 
Yamagumo had six five-inch dual-purpose 
guns, numerous antiaircraft guns, eight tor-
pedo tubes, and racks holding three dozen 
depth charges.  

Baker recalled, “They had dropped 52 600-
pound charges, which is a lot of TNT. But 
the crew wasn’t about to give up without a 
hard fight first.” 

The gun crews popped the hatches and 
swarmed up on deck. Crew members manned 
the 20mm cannon and 3-inch deck gun. Fire-
man 1st Class Joseph E. Baker was one of the 
eight-man crew manning the submarine’s 
gun. “We dashed out on deck quickly to have 
it out once and for all,” he remembered. “We 
were going to fight it out. The day was a 
pretty one, with white caps coming over the 
decks. At first when we went out on deck we 
couldn’t see the destroyer. Then one of the 
men spotted it on the starboard side…right 
against the sun. He was about 3,000 yards 
off. Immediately we went to our stations on 
the gun and began to fire at him. We got off 
the first shot, which went over him. The sec-
ond round fell short. We had time to get eight 
rounds off, but all went over the destroyer.”  

The Yamagumo maneuvered to get out of 
the line of fire from the submarine’s deck gun. 
Finally, she returned fire with her six-inch 
guns. The first salvo straddled the submarine, 
sending columns of seawater into the air. 
Then came the second salvo.  

“One of the shots hit us in the main induc-
tion, another went directly through the com-
ing tower and came out the portside, killing 
a number of men inside, and also some men 
who were out on deck, hiding from the gun-
fire,” Baker said. The enemy destroyer closed 
the range and opened up with machine guns.  

“Men were being killed from the fire as they 
came out of the hatches,” Baker recounted. 

The bridge watch team—Connaway, his 
executive officer, Lt. John N. Allen, and Lt. 
Joe Defrees, the gunnery officer—were all 
killed. Their deaths left Brown in command. 
The condition of the heavily damaged and 
sinking boat left him with no other choice. 
He ordered the crew to abandon ship and the 
boat to be scuttled.  

“I informed Commodore Cromwell, who 
was in the control room, of my intentions,” 

This dramatic drawing by U.S. Navy Commander Fred Freeman depicts the final moments of Captain 
John Cromwell, who has chosen to remain aboard the scuttled USS Sculpin after a fight with a Japan-
ese destroyer. Cromwell possessed information too valuable to be allowed to fall into enemy hands.

Library of Congress
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Brown said later. “He told me to go ahead but 
he said he could not go with us because he was 
afraid that the information he possessed might 
be injurious to his shipmates at sea if the 
Japanese made him reveal it by torture.”  

“I know too much,” Cromwell said. He 
had knowledge of the intimate connection 
between submarine operations and the U.S. 
Navy’s intercepts of Japanese communica-
tion, code-named “Ultra.” 

Brown wasted no time in scuttling the boat. 
“I considered it unwise to wait longer because 
the next shell might damage the hydraulic sys-
tem, making it impossible to operate the 
vents,” he recalled. “I then rang up, ‘Emer-
gency speed’ and sent two chief petty officers 
to pass the word to abandon ship.” 

When the petty officers returned to the con-
trol room, they waited “a minute by the 
clock,” then Brown ordered the vents opened. 
He knew it would only take minutes for the 
Sculpin to sink…not enough time for the 
Japanese to put a salvage team aboard. 

“We heard the vents being pulled, so we 
dove into the ocean,” Dinty Moore said. 
Other men scrambled out of the hatches.  

Torpedoman’s Mate 3rd Class Harry 
Toney explained, “We started out through 
the conning tower when we got word to go 
through the forward engine room hatch. I ran 
forward to the conning tower and remember 
seeing the destroyer standing by, firing dead 
away. Everyone was diving overboard, so I 
dove, too.”  

Machinist’s Mate George Rocek was on 
deck when a shell hit the submarine. “I was 
momentarily stunned and numb all over,” he 
remembered. “After seeing that I was intact, I 
jumped over the side.” Rocek had been pep-
pered with shrapnel but not seriously 
wounded. Electrician’s Mate 3rd Class Eldon 
Wright headed topside. “I started to go to the 
conning tower but just before I reached it, a 
shell hit it and I jumped over the side,” he said. 

Several men rode the ship down. Ensign 
W.M. Fiedler elected to stay with the sinking 
boat. A crewman saw him in the wardroom 
with one of the Filipino stewards urging him 
to abandon ship. “We do not choose to go 
with you,” Fiedler said. “We prefer death to 
capture by the Japanese.”  

Brown recalled, “As I left the conning 
tower hatch, water was coming waist deep 
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Courtesy of Capra and Geisel, the Army 
introduced American GIs to the tongue-in-
cheek Private Snafu (an acronym for “Situa-
tion Normal, All—Fouled Up”), a short, bald, 
motor-mouthed example of what a soldier 
should not be. The depiction of Snafu catch-
ing tropical diseases, leaking classified infor-
mation, and dying from general negligence, 
taught the troops the downside of being 
naïve, careless, and continuously amorous.  

Most importantly, the soldiers picked up 
their essential subtext—that compliance, 
brotherhood, empathy, and sometimes plain 
common sense meant survival.  

The series was initially designed to educate 
young soldiers with limited education in mili-
tary topics and improve their morale after 
being taken away from their homes and every-

 B umbling Army Private Snafu was the title character of a series of 26 short cartoons 
sanctioned by the U.S. War Department, produced by Frank Capra, and written by 
Theodor “Dr. Seuss” Geisel between 1943 and 1945. Instructional, ironic and humor-

ous, these animated shorts set out to teach new soldiers about security, sanitation habits, 
and the pitfalls of general stupidity and misconduct. More than anything, Private Snafu was 
able to unite the troops in coping with the emotional distress of fighting in the greatest conflict 
the world has ever seen. 

Thousands of patriotic young Americans jammed military recruiting offices the day after 
Pearl Harbor. Though impressive, the five million volunteers would not be enough for the 
challenge of fighting a two-front war in Europe and the Pacific. Anticipating entrance into the 
conflict, President Franklin D. Roosevelt and the U.S. Congress had passed the Selective Service 
Act of 1940. Activating the first peacetime draft in American history added 10 million soldiers 
between 18 and 45 to those volunteers.  

Now the federal government had to plan the best way to house them, train them, and make 
them battle-ready. The first was easy, but the latter proved an obstacle. There was much more 
to basic training than teaching a citizen-soldier how to stand at attention, march for miles on 
end, handle a rifle, or follow orders. What was needed was an all-in attitude, dedication, grit, 
and compliance.  

Private SNAFU helped U.S. soldiers  
learn about military life with a laugh—and 
an underlying serious message.

WINTER 202524

P E T E R  Z A B L O C K II N S I G H T

All: National Archives

Using a comedic approach, the U.S. military 
employed Private SNAFU to illustrate situations 
in military life and help soldiers adjust to the 
new normal as they left civilian concepts 
behind. INSET: The slogan “Situation Normal All 
Fouled Up” is a sanitized version of the familiar 
saying that both military personnel and civil-
ians became familiar with during World War II.
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day lives. According to the National World 
War II Museum, the low level of education of 
many enlisted men was one of the biggest hur-
dles in assimilating them into the armed forces.  

Seventy percent of all men accepted into 
military service had dropped out of school, 
with 500,000 having less than a fourth-grade 
education, and 4.4 million having less than 
an eighth-grade education. College graduates 
made up less than five percent of the Army’s 
ranks, with some estimates showing the men-
tal age of the average soldier to be between 
13 and 14 years old.  

Shortly after the attack on Pearl Harbor, 
the Army assigned Brig. Gen. Frederick H. 
Osborn, a social science researcher before the 
war, to spearhead the Army's Information 
and Education Division. While its most 
known propaganda project—Capra’s “Why 
We Fight” series—was a perfect overview of 
the seriousness of war, it was not until the 
Private Snafu shorts that the unit reached its 
first real success in educating new recruits.  

Before the first episode of Private Snafu was 
shown in 1943, the Army instructed its troops 
on security, proper sanitation, and other mil-
itary subjects essential to proper soldiering via 
11 pre-planned lectures in large group set-
tings. Converting hundreds of thousands of 
civilians with minimal education into military 

specialists seemed nearly impossible.  
Together with Army Chief of Staff General 

George C. Marshall, Osborn had an idea of 
combining indoctrination with instruction into 
a single effort. Warner Bros. Studios, with its 
already blatantly anti-Nazi sentiment present 
in their feature films, seemed a logical choice.  

The studio’s Daffy Duck and Bugs Bunny 
cartoons, shown before feature films,  were a 
massive hit. And, although after 1941, the 
cartoons often carried strong pro-war and 
anti-fascist messages meant to arouse public 
involvement, they managed to stay entertain-
ing, lighthearted, and relatable. The Army 
saw that a similar format would be the perfect 
way to  reach a newly conscripted audience 
of varying educational backgrounds.  

 To create their own indoctrination and 
social engineering experiment preparing sol-
diers for what lay ahead, the U.S. Army Signal 
Corps turned to the famed animated studio 
Warner Bros.—home of Looney Tunes and 
Merrie Melodies, featuring Bugs Bunny, Daffy 
Duck, and Porky Pig, all voiced by the iconic 
Mel Blanc. The Snafu shorts were directed by 
American animation legends Charles 
“Chuck” Jones (12), Isadore “Friz” Freleng 
(8), Frank Tashlin (4), and Bob Clampett (2).  

Not taking any chances, the Army placed 
Capra, an award-winning movie maker 

responsible for such Hollywood classics as 
Mr. Smith Goes to Washington (1939) and, 
after the war, It’s a Wonderful Life (1946), 
at the helm of the project.  

After the Italian-born Capra came up with 
the name “Private Snafu,” the team went to 
work creating a character known for commit-
ting blunders and infractions, then learning 
from the consequences of his mistakes—or 
dying as a result. Considered “for-military-
use-only” and even classified  at the time of 
their creation, each episode served a double 
purpose of having a plot about specific 
instructional material at its core while sneakily 
inserting underlying indoctrination messages. 

The silly stories had the desired effect of 
teaching soldiers the facts of military life. In 
the episode titled “Fighting Tools,” Snafu 
neglected the upkeep and maintenance of his 
advanced weaponry, which led to his death 
at the hands of a German soldier. And in 
“Gas,” Snafu is saved from the vicious gas 
monster only after he finally embraces his gas 
mask training with the mask having female 
facial features and being cuddled and cared 
for by the idiotic private. 

In “Booby Traps,” Snafu learned of dangers 
other than gunfire and staying vigilant at all 
times in the field. Even after his negligence sent 
him to heaven, he’s plagued by booby traps.  

There was also the issue of personal 
hygiene, best exemplified in “Private Snafu 
vs. Malaria Mike,” which saw a malaria-
armed mosquito kill the foolish private after 
he carelessly ignored military instruction. 

Ironically, most of the instructional cartoons 
had more to do with the right attitude and the 
less obvious but ever-present subversion. While 
“Hot Spot” stressed the importance of a 
proper diet on a given march, “The Chow 
Hound”story centered on not wasting food.  

The plots of “Three Brothers” and 
“Infantry Blues” focused on rumors that other 
service branches were safer or more glam-
orous. In the former, Snafu wishes he had the 
easier posts of his two brothers—a carrier 
pigeon caretaker and a K-9 dog-unit trainer—
only to realize that their jobs required as much 
dedication and alertness as his own.  

In the latter episode, a tired Snafu marches 
through rugged terrain, fantasizing about 
how much better, simpler, and safer the other 
military branches had it.   

A Technical Fairy, First Class—a side char-

Directed by Friz Freling and voiced by Mel Blanc, “Gripes” introduced the Technical Fairy, First Class in 
July 1943. A gruff, tough character with stubble and a cigar, the Technical Fairy acts as a “fairy godfather” 
figure that provides encouragement and grants wishes that sometimes lead to trouble for Private SNAFU.
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acter that plays the part of a “sergeant god-
fairy” granting Snafu’s wishes—shows up 
and allows the private to experience the 
unpleasant aspects of being a sailor, a pilot, 
and a tankman. The episode ends with Snafu 
back slogging through his march in the desert 
but now much happier and more content 
with his situation.  

One constant message that often appeared 
throughout the series was that spies were 
everywhere and nobody was to be trusted. 
“Loose lips sink ships” was especially the 
motto in “Spies,” “Rumors,” “Snafuper-
man,” and “Going Home.”  

In “Spies,” Snafu blabs about his everyday 
military life to everyone he meets and they 
pass it on to the enemy. As a result of his 
actions, a German submarine sinks the very 
transport ship Snafu is on, killing him and all 
others on board.  

In “Rumors,” the focus is on the damage 
of disreputable gossip when the bumbling 
Snafu took someone’s suggestion of the skies 
being perfect for a bombing and turned it 
into a morale-hurting rumor that deterred 
the entire camp and saw the private locked 
up in an insane asylum.  

In “Snafuperman,” the private, graced with 
superpowers by the Technical Fairy, brags 
about his powers and advantages only to have 
the enemy use his boasting to plan a more 
precise bombing of American military targets. 
The message was simple—information, when 
misused or used without caution, was detri-
mental to the war effort.  

While cringe-worthy by today’s standards, 
the prejudiced depiction of Snafu’s enemies 
was exactly what the soldiers at the time 
wanted to see. Although humorous, the car-
toons made it very obvious that the Germans 
and Japanese were formidable foes and should 
be treated as such. The characters were often 
physically larger than Snafu and very deter-

In the May 
1944 short, 
“Gas,” Bugs 
Bunny delivers 
his signature 
line, “What’s 
up, Doc?” after 
popping out of 
Private Snafu’s 
gas mask bag. 
One of 12 
shorts directed 
by Chuck 
Jones, this was 
the first cameo 
by the world’s 
most famous 
cartoon rabbit. 
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mined to use that advantage to kill him.  
The enemy was also dangerous because of 

his cunningness and bullying, not so much 
because of his strength. The writers and artists 
managed to ridicule and belittle the Axis pow-
ers while simultaneously making them appear 
just dangerous enough.  

The animated shorts depicted the Japanese 
with racial stereotypes: slanted eyes, buck 
teeth, deformed heads, and large ears. They 
had no natural intelligence but used devious-
ness and scheming—and Snafu’s blundering—
to gain an advantage. Similarly, the Germans 
were often big brutes and buffoons quick to 
surrender to American military superiority.  

“Oh, no—what a rifle!” screamed a huge 
German soldier who cowers after facing the 
GI’s weapon. The young men whom the 
Army was sending into battle might have 
been intimidated by the Japanese and Ger-
man forces—but Snafu cleverly eased some 
of those fears by presenting their foes as weak 
and morally inferior. 

Although packed with much information, 
Snafu’s stories still managed to include the 
same type of slapstick humor that made their 
Warner Bros. cousins back home so popular.  

Forever careless, the young private never did 
anything right and always had to pay the ulti-
mate price for his stupidity. He was the worst 
soldier in the Army, to whom the young men 

watching never wanted to be compared.  
The public ridicule that resulted from 

Snafu’s blunders served a perfect double pur-
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Written by Dr. Seuss (Theodor Geisel) in his lyrical and rhyming style, “Spies” (August 1943) features 
Adolf Hitler as Satan. Directed by Chuck Jones, this is another short where Snafu is the architect of 
his own demise—after a few drinks, his loose lips lead to the sinking of his ship. 

Continued on page 96
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The man who would soon turn against 
Hitler and funnel top-secret information to the 
Allies seemed unfazed. By September 1939, 
Canaris had already made up his mind to resist 
the Nazi leader’s world conquest, a decision 
that would lead to his execution in 1945. 

A t around 9:30 p.m. on August 25, 1939, a German Opel staff car burst into the court-
yard of the temporary headquarters of the Abwehr (German Military Intelligence) 
near the Slovakian and Polish border. The young staff officer, Heinrich Gaedcke, 

nodded at two plainclothes agents as he entered the inconspicuous country home.  
The orders to cancel the invasion of Poland, Fall Weiss (Case White), set to begin at 4:30 

a.m. the following day, had come through to Field Marshal Wilhelm Keitel, chief of the 
supreme command of the German armed forces, personally from Adolf Hitler just a couple 
of hours earlier. The phone switchboard operators worked frantically, passing the orders 
down as far as local regimental and battalion levels. But circumstances and world events 
were changing at a rapid pace. Hitler had received the bad news at 6 p.m. that his hope of a 
continued British and French policy of appeasement had evaporated. After being notified of 
a new British and Polish treaty guaranteeing the former’s help should Germany attack the 
latter, a furious Führer ordered Keitel to “Stop everything at once!” 

While Keitel’s staff reached all military units in time, the HQ could not get Abwehr Secret 
Service Director Wilhelm Canaris because of his intelligence agency’s clandestine method of 
operations and frequent relocation. Canaris oversaw the Brandenburgers—the German spe-
cial forces tasked with secretive and delicate sabotage missions across the Polish border.  

“The Fuhrer has called off the invasion of Poland on political grounds,” the panting young 
man blurted to Canaris. “You must do everything possible to halt your combat teams!”  

How the Jablunkov Incident started 
Hitler’s Invasion of Poland and the  
Second World War five days early.

WINTER 202530

P E T E R  Z A B L O C K IT O P  S E C R E T

German PzKpfw. I and PzKpfw II tanks massed 
along the Bra River in Poland on September 3, 
1939, two days after the invasion of Poland offi-
cially ignited World War II in Europe. A group of 
officers is seen nearby aboard a SdKfz. 251/3 
halftrack. Just days earlier, a group of German 
special operatives had invaded Poland early. 
INSET: Lieutenant Dr. Hans Albrecht Herzner led 
the group of German special forces that invaded 
Poland too soon after a message to suspend 
operations failed to reach them.
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Canaris was pleased at the prospect of Hitler 
indefinitely postponing his plans to attack 
Poland in light of the British resolve. The can-
cellation order went out immediately, but in 
the rush one Brandenburger group was 
missed—with historical consequences. 

When Canaris was informed later that Lt. 
Dr. Hans Albrecht Herzner’s covert opera-
tion across the Slovakian and Polish border 
had already left, Canaris sent his scouts to 
find Herzner and his commandos before an 

international incident was created.  
Miles away, Herzner jotted down a mes-

sage in his notebook. “Generalkommando 
VIII, Crossing Polish Border…at 00.30 
hours, near point 627 north-northwest of 
Cadca.” Dr. Herzner and his band of 24 
irregulars were going to war—on their own. 

Hitler’s attack on Poland was a foregone 
conclusion as early as 1938 when he intro-
duced his policy of “Heim ins Reich” (Back 
to the Reich). The Nazi leader made clear his 

goal to reclaim all ethnic Germans living in 
other countries, particularly those in Eastern 
and Central Europe, which gained land at 
Germany’s expense after World War I. After 
the annexation of Austria and the Sudeten-
land, followed by the occupation of Czecho-
slovakia, Nazi attention turned to Poland. 
Hitler was sure the British and the French 
wanted no repeat of the Great War. In his 
mind, they would never risk a global conflict 
over the Central European nation, just as 
they had not stopped him from carrying out 
his Heim ins Reich policy up to that point. 

Hitler’s last assurance of an unimpeded 
takeover came to fruition on August 23, 
1939, with the German-Soviet non-aggres-
sion pact openly suggesting that the Soviet 
Union would remain neutral during any Ger-
man incursion into Poland. The secret pro-
tocol calling for a division of the nation 
shortly after the German invasion would 
ensure that. The orders to prepare for a full-
scale attack on Poland went out to the Army, 
Navy, and the Luftwaffe that same day. Fall 
Weiss would see German forces attack 
Poland on multiple fronts. By the morning 
of August 25, 1.5 million men awaited 
Hitler’s final directive to strike: Army Group 
North, eastward from Germany and south 
via East Prussia, and Army Group South 
northward through German-occupied Slova-
kia. The orders finally came through at 3 
p.m.—the attack on Poland would com-
mence at dawn on August 26, 1939. 

The news of the Anglo-Polish treaty 
reached the Reich Chancellery later that 
afternoon, causing Hitler to falter. After a 
7:30 p.m. meeting,  the Fuhrer canceled the 
invasion of Poland. It would have to wait in 
light of the new British resolve.  

As Hitler deliberated in Berlin, Herzner 
was briefing his commandos near the Slova-
kian-Polish border. Tough and smart, the 
young officer had earned his doctorate years 
before being hired on as a research assistant 
at the German Army High Command in 
1938. Unbeknownst to his new employers, 
at the time he began his new career the young 
intellectual was already a member of a right-
wing resistance group whose main goal was 
the assassination of the leader of the Nazi 
Party, Hitler himself. The main impetus for 
the secret plot was the fear that the Fuhrer 
would bring the German nation into a world 

When Lieutenant Dr. Hans Albrecht Herzner did not receive orders to stand down, his German infiltra-
tion unit proceeded to attack the Polish border positions guarding this railway tunnel at Jablunkov 
Pass. Herzner was unsuccessful in taking the tunnel and, days later, Polish soldiers sabotaged the  
tunnel about an hour after Germany attacked on September 1. The tunnel was repaired in 1940.

Combat Group Jablunkov with commander Lieutenant Dr. Hans Albrecht Herzner at center (in uniform) 
gathers for a photo. The special infiltration and sabotage group was tasked with capturing a railway 
station in the opening hours of the German invasion of Poland. Actually, the unit crossed into Poland 
early and had to be withdrawn when orders were mishandled.
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conflict that, according to Herzner and his 
friends, the country was unprepared to wage.  

In the end, Hitler’s political maneuvering 
and signing of the Munich Agreement in late 
September 1938 eliminated the perceived 
threat of imminent war. The pact with the 
Allies caused Herzner’s group, which lacked 
a clear plan of action, to disband. Thoughts 
of assassination long forgotten, Herzner 
found himself recruited by the Abwehr to 
lead one of its secret commando groups.  

The Brandenburger units drew personnel 
from ethnic German minorities in Eastern 
and Central Europe. Not regular army men, 
they were highly trained, rugged, and dan-
gerous individuals leading covert sabotage 
operations. With the orders to enter Poland 
on the eve of the general German invasion 
across three fronts, Canaris’s commandos, 
composed of many Polish-speaking irregu-
lars, split the infiltration and disruption 
responsibilities between three units. Two 
were to smuggle in high explosives and sab-
otage vital military and communications tar-
gets directly across the Slovakian and Polish 
border. The third group, led by Herzner, had 
a more delicate and most important mission.  

It was nearly midnight when Herzner’s 
commandos, dressed in civilian clothing with 
swastika armbands as the only indication of 
their allegiance, listened attentively to the last 
debrief. Wearing his full Wehrmacht uni-
form, he gave a single automatic weapon, a 
pistol, and four ammo magazines to each of 
the 24 men. Trucks were already waiting 
outside to take them to the Polish border. 
Once there, Herzner’s men would proceed 
on foot through the Beskids Mountains and 
toward the Jablunkov Pass. Their goal was 
to go hours ahead of the German invasion 
and, after regrouping, capture a railway sta-
tion and a tunnel at the town of Mosty, three 
miles inside the Polish border. With the area 
secured, Herzner and his men would wait 
until dawn for the leading German units of 
the Army Group South.  

The Mosty station was the last on a rail 
line running through the nearby tunnel of 
Jablunkov Pass that linked German-occupied 
Czechoslovakia and Polish Silesia. Securing 
the station and the tunnel was imperative to 
the success of the Nazi invasion of Poland as 
it provided the shortest route for Hitler’s 
troops and supplies coming from Vienna 
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toward Warsaw, the Polish capital city. It 
also opened up the defenses of Cracow, 
Poland’s ancient city and one-time capital, 
where Army Group South was expected to 
contain most of the Polish forces before dri-
ving north to Warsaw.  

Herzner and his men emerged from the 
woods that formed a natural border between 
Poland and Slovakia shortly after midnight 
and began their secret trek up the mountains 
toward their target. Most were ethnic Ger-
mans born in Poland or individuals who, 
after the Treaty of Versailles, found them-
selves on the wrong side of the border. They 
needed little urging to strike at the Poles 
whom they saw as oppressors, a view 
strengthened by Nazi propaganda.  

Herzner led one of the assault units as he 
and 12 men avoided Polish sentries. The lat-
ter’s numbers seemed to multiply the closer 
the Germans got to the Mosty station. As 
agreed during the mission debrief, his group 
was to meet the other team at 3 a.m. on a 
hill overlooking the station. And while 
Herzner and his commandos arrived 15 min-
utes ahead of schedule, the other unit was 
nowhere to be seen. Unknown to Hersner, 

they had lost their way inside the thick Polish 
forests only to be found by one of the 
Abwehr sentries and recalled to Slovakia. 

Knowing the significance of the Jablunkov 
Pass, the Poles had mined the 1,000-foot-
long tunnel months earlier, according to 
spies. The missing assault team was to 
approach the tunnel further down the rail 
line as Herzner’s detachment took care of the 
Mosty station. It now seemed likely that his 
unit would have to secure the first target 
without alerting the tunnel guards while hop-
ing for the arrival of the second team before 
moving on to take the tunnel. The brighten-
ing sky made this the only choice.  

At 4 a.m., Herzner and his commandos 
swept down the hill, firing their weapons. 
The element of surprise had been lost. 
Besides, Herzner believed that armored 
reconnaissance cars of the main invasion 
force would be there any minute to help 
secure the tunnel. He also believed other 
teams had sabotaged the area’s telecommu-
nications buildings and telephone network.  

The Polish border police, regular army 
troops, and railway workers put up a staunch 
defense but were no match for Herzner’s 

highly trained and well-armed commandos. 
The Germans promptly surrounded the sta-
tion building and a few others nearby. White 
tablecloths soon fluttered from the structures’ 
windows. Speaking in Polish, one of Herzner’s 
men ordered whoever was in charge to offi-
cially surrender the building. A frightened 
middle-aged Polish colonel came through the 
door with his hands up. Herzner, the only 
man dressed in a German military uniform, 
lowered his pistol and approached the Pole. 
“What’s the matter? Aren’t Germany and 
Poland at war?” As one of the commandos 
translated, the Pole replied, “No, they aren’t. 
You can find out for yourself.” 

“Wie?” (How) Herzner asked, undoubt-
edly already suspecting the worst.  

“By calling your base on our telephone,” 
the Polish colonel replied.  

The German lieutenant did not need the 
translation and he now knew his situation was 
worse than he already thought. Minutes later, 
the young Polish woman sitting at the desk 
with the military communication equipment 
in the rail station’s basement bowed to the tall 
German officer as he entered. There could not 
have been any doubt in Herzner’s mind that 
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she had already done her duty and notified the 
tunnel security of the attack on the station. At 
that very moment, one mile down the road 
sappers were finishing arming the explosives 
while the Polish border patrol set up machine-
gun posts at each end of the tunnel.   

Herzner was initially reluctant to break 
any radio silence. Yet, an almost immediate 
attack by the advanced Polish guard units 
from Jablunkov Pass, who came to assess the 
damage at Mosty station, convinced the lieu-
tenant to do otherwise. At nearly 5 a.m. and 

after repelling the Poles’ advances, Herzner 
had the Polish woman make the phone call. 
Still, to his aggravation, the operator from 
the closest telecommunications building 
refused to patch the call through. Now des-
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Continued on page 96

German soldiers remove the gate at a checkpoint in a street in the city of 
Danzig, supposedly on September 1, 1939. However, under further scrutiny 
some analysts conclude that the photo was taken two weeks after the  
initial German invasion of Poland solely for propaganda purposes.
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OPERATION OLIVE:   

Autumn 
Assault  
IN ITALY 

British, Canadian  
and Polish forces 
assault the stout 
defenses of the Nazi 
Gothic Line during 
the Italian Campaign 
in August 1944. 

BY ALLYN VANNOY

Imperial War Museum NA 18091

A llied forces had been fighting their way up the Italian peninsula since landing at 
Salerno on September 9, 1943. After nearly a year they seemed poised, in late 
August 1944, to crack the final Nazi defensive line.  

But German Field Marshal Albert Kesselring had other ideas. His last and best hope 
of halting the retreat of German forces before the advancing Allies was the Gothic Line, 
a 10-mile-deep belt of fortifications extending from south of La Spezia on the west coast 
to the Foglia Valley through the natural defensive barrier of the Apennines to the Adriatic 
Sea between Pesaro and Ravenna on the east coast. Employing more than 15,000 slave 
laborers, the Germans created more than 2,000 fortified machine-gun nests, casemates, 
bunkers, observation posts, artillery fighting positions, barbed wire barriers, and many 
miles of anti-tank ditches.  

The assault on the Gothic Line in the autumn of 1944, was launched at the urging of 
British Prime Minister Winston Churchill with the aim of destroying the German Army in 
Italy and bringing the Western Allies into the Balkans ahead of the Soviet Red Army. 

Following the Allied breakthrough at Cassino and breakout of the Anzio beachhead 
in the spring of 1944, the Allies liberated Rome while the Germans fell back to the north, 
establishing one delaying position after another—arriving at the Arno Line in July (run-
ning from the west coast of Italy, along the Arno River and into the Apennine Mountains 
north of Arezzo). This allowed the Germans time to consolidate the Gothic Line. 

For the Allies, the Italian Front was secondary to operations in France, as indicated 
by the withdrawal of seven divisions from the U.S. Fifth Army during the summer of 
1944 for Operation Dragoon in southern France. By August 5, Fifth Army’s strength 
had been reduced from 249,000 to 153,000. 

On the afternoon of August 10, senior Allied commanders Lieutenant General Sir 
Oliver Leese, commander of the British Eighth Army, and Lt. Gen. Mark W Clark, com-
mander of the U.S. Fifth Army, and their chiefs of staff met to hear Gen. Sir Harold 
Alexander, commander of the 15th Army Group, outline his strategy for dealing with 
the German forces in Italy.  
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An M10 tank destroyer of the 93rd Anti-Tank Regiment passes soldiers 
of the 5th Sherwood Foresters in August 1944 along a dirt road during 
the advance toward the Apennine Mountains and the Gothic Line, the 
last stronghold for the German troops in Italy. 
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Alexander’s original plan—as formulated 
by his Chief of Staff Lieutenant General Sir 
John Harding—was to storm the Gothic 
Line in the center of the German front, 
where most of the Allied forces were con-
centrated. It was the shortest route to their 
objective, the Lombardy Plain. But this plan 
was rejected by General Leese, who did not 
want to fight alongside General Clark.  

General Leese, believing that Kesselring 
was not expecting a major Allied effort to the 
east,  proposed instead that the Eighth Army 
attack up the Adriatic coast toward the 
towns of Pesaro and Rimini, drawing in the 
German reserves from the center of their line. 
Fifth Army would then attack in the center 
of the Apennines north of Florence toward 
Bologna with the British XIII Corps on the 
right wing of the attack fanning out toward 
the coast to create a pincer with the Eighth 
Army’s advance into the rear of the German 
10th Army near Rimini, closing the Germans 
in a pocket between the Po River and the sea. 
This would mean that as a preparatory 
move, the bulk of the Eighth Army would 

have to be transferred from the center of the 
line to the Adriatic coast. Such a task would 
take about two weeks—with intelligence 
deception being conducted to convince 
Kesselring that the main attack would be in 
the center of the front. 

General Clark readily agreed, especially on 
the matter of timing. He could easily hold on 
his left flank with the few forces he had there 
and shift the rest to the center for the attack. 
His only concern was his right flank, where 
the distance and possible lack of coordina-
tion between an American attack toward Pis-
toia and that of the British XIII Corps on the 
Eighth Army’s left flank constituted, in 
Clark’s opinion, a real hazard to the success 
of operations in the center.  

An effective operation against the enemy 
center, even if secondary, would require that 
both Clark’s army and the British XIII Corps 

to be under the operational control of one commander and that their axes of attack be along 
the shortest distance across the mountains, that is, from Florence to Bologna.  

While Clark outlined his reservations, Leese offered to meet his concerns by making Lieu-
tenant General Richard L. McCreery, the XIII Corps commander, a provisional group com-
mander over both X and XIII Corps, but avoided any mention of placing British troops 

Imperial War Museum

ABOVE: Field Marshal Albert Kesselring, a Luftwaffe 
officer who assumed command of all German forces 
in Italy, fought a brilliant defensive campaign. TOP: 
From left, British Eighth Army commander Lieu-
tenant General Oliver Leese, Prime Minister Win-
ston Churchill, and Allied forces in the Mediter-
ranean commander General Sir Harold Alexander 
meet in August 1944 in preparation for the assault 
on the Germans’ Gothic Line.
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under Fifth Army command.  
Clark agreed that the new strategy promised to be effective, the only possible remaining 

drawback being the delay that would be imposed upon the Fifth Army’s attack. 
On August 13, Alexander’s headquarters distributed to the army commanders the plan for 

the Gothic Line offensive—Operation Olive. General Alexander envisioned turning the enemy 
Tenth Army’s flank with the Eighth Army. Controlling 11 divisions on a relatively narrow 
front, Leese’s army was to drive through the Rimini Gap, consisting of approximately eight 
miles of coastal plain between Rimini and the foothills of the Apennines. Once through the gap 

the Canadian I Corps and the British V Corps 
were to deploy onto the Romagna Plain, a 
low-lying triangular-shaped area cut by many 
streams and drainage ditches bounded on the 
south by Highway 9, on the east by Highway 
16 paralleling the coast between Rimini and 
Ravenna, and to the west by Highway 67, 
extending northeast from Forli on Highway 9 
to Ravenna. From the Romagna Plain the two 
corps were to launch a two-pronged drive to 
roll up the enemy’s left flank toward Bologna 
and Ferrara. Meanwhile, the Fifth Army, with 
three corps controlling nine divisions on an 
extended front, was to move generally north-
ward from Florence toward the Po Valley.  

Both armies were to converge on Bologna 
and then exploit toward the Po. Light forces, 
the British X Corps with the equivalent of 
one and one-half divisions, were to operate 
in the mountainous terrain that separated the 
main bodies of the two armies.  

Alexander’s resources no longer afforded 
the luxury of an army group reserve with 
which to influence the offensive at a critical 
point. Yet, that seemed no serious problem 
at the time, for both of his armies were to 
fight essentially separate battles. But the 
strategy in this offensive would require the 
closest cooperation between the two Allied 
armies and their commanders. Otherwise, 
Kesselring would once again be able to extri-
cate his forces as he had in June during the 
retreat from Rome. 

Alexander’s decision to shift the main 
attack necessitated large-scale movement of 
troops and equipment to the right flank. The 
movement began on August 15. In eight 
days, 6,000 tanks, guns, and vehicles had 
been shifted. 

By the last week of August, the Eighth 
Army was deployed across a 25-mile front: 
from the coast inland, the Polish II Corps, 
the Canadian I Corps, and the British V 
Corps. The entire force included 10 divisions 
and eight separate brigades. On the coast was 
the Polish II Corps with the 5th Kresowa 
Division and the 3rd Carpathian Division in 
reserve. To the left of the Poles was the Cana-
dian I Corps which placed the Canadian 1st 
Infantry Division with the British 21st Tank 
Brigade attached in the front line and the 
Canadian 5th Armored Division in reserve. 

Maps © 2024 Philip Schwartzberg, Meridian Mapping, Minneapolis, MN

TOP: The British Eighth Army began its execution of Operation Olive, the initial assault against the German 
string of defenses in northern Italy known as the Gothic Line with hopes of penetrating the Nazi positions. 
However, the battle proved slow and costly. ABOVE: Forces of the British Eighth Army approached the Ger-
man defenses at the Gothic Line in Italy in the summer of 1944 and found difficult fighting against a deter-
mined enemy.
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To the west of the Canadians was the British 
V Corps with the 46th Infantry Division 
manning the right of the line and the Indian 
4th Infantry Division the left. In reserve were 
the British 56th Infantry and the 1st Armored 
Divisions. In addition, on the left flank of the 
Eighth Army was the British X Corps with 
the Indian 10th Infantry Division and British 
9th Armored Brigade. Also available was the 
2nd New Zealand Infantry Division. 

The Germans continued to improve the 
Gothic Line defenses during the last weeks 
of August. On the 10th Army front an Italo-
German engineer force completed positions 
in a so-called advance zone (Vorfeld) of the 
Gothic Lin located along high ridges between 
the north eastward flowing rivers Foglia and 
Metauro. Engineers worked on a coastal 
defense position, the Galla Placidia Line. The 
line extended in a westerly direction from the 
Adriatic town of Cattolica 10 miles northeast 
of Pesaro and then westward for 10 miles to 
the eastern boundary of the neutral city-state 
of San Marino. From its northwest corner  
the line continued seven miles northwest 
through the town of Sogliano to the Savio 
River three miles to the west and then along 
the Savio Valley northeast to the Adriatic 10 
miles south of Ravenna.  

Although the line was primarily intended 
as a defensive zone against an attack from 
the sea in some sectors, especially between 
Cattolica and the Savio River, it could also 
be used as a switch position for the Gothic 
Line. Even though a switch position desig-
nated Green Line II had been reconnoitered 
about eight to 10 miles behind the Gothic 
Line little work had been done on it. 

Field Marshal Kesselring had orders to hold 
the Gothic Line indefinitely. Months of plan-
ning and preparation had gone into its con-
struction, and veteran divisions were deployed 
within it. To their rear lay the rich agricultural 
and industrial region of northern Italy. 

Facing the Eighth Army was the German 
Tenth Army’s LXXVI Panzer Corps, defend-
ing from Pesaro to San Sisto. Initially there 
were just three divisions—the 1st Fallschir-
mjäger (Parachute) Division facing the Polish 
forces, the 71st Infantry Division, inland on 
the parachute division’s right, and the 278th 
Infantry Division on the Corps’ right flank, 

which was in the process of relieving the 5th Gebirgsjäger (Mountain) Division. The Tenth 
Army had a further five divisions of the LI Mountain Corps covering 80 miles of front on 
the right of LXXVI Panzer Corps. This included the 715th, 334th, and 305th Infantry Divi-
sions and the 114th Jaeger Division; the 44th Division was in corps reserve. Two more divi-
sions—the 162nd Infantry Division (Turkoman) and the 98th Infantry Division (replaced by 
the 29th Panzergrenadier Division from August 25)—covered the Adriatic coast behind the 
LXXVI Panzer Corps.  

In addition, Kesselring had in his Army Group Reserve the 90th Panzergrenadier Division 
and 26th Panzer Division, available from August 30. When the panzer corps fell back into 
the Gothic Line, it was to take control of Group Witthoeft’s 162nd Turkoman and 98th 
Divisions. The 162nd Division had been formed with POWs from the Caucasus and from 
Turkic land. 

The Polish II Corps, which had been halted since August 10 along the Cesano River, pre-
pared to resume its advance as a screen for the assembly of the Eighth Army’s two assault 
corps. The corps was to cross the Metauro River and establish bridgeheads to be used as 

ABOVE: German panzergrenadiers, heavily armed with rifles, grenades, and anti-tank weapons, man posi-
tions in a trench along the Gothic Line near the Adriatic coast and await the inevitable attacks of the 
British Eighth Army in the summer of 1944. OPPOSITE: M4 Sherman medium tanks move into supporting 
positions with the infantrymen of the 2nd Battalion, 5th Regiment, 46th Division near Coldazzo. The 
infantry and armor hit the German and Italian defenders of the Gothic Line on August 30, 1944.
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jump off points for the main attack.  
For five days, beginning on August 18, the 3rd Carpathian and 5th Kresowa Divisions 

ground steadily forward in the kind of fighting that had come to characterize action on this 
part of the front. The Poles gradually pushed back the German 278th Infantry Division 
beyond the Metauro River, and by the evening of August 22 both divisions had drawn up 
to the river. But bridgeheads over the Metauro, to be exploited in the Eighth Army’s main 
offensive, remained out of reach.  

Troops of the Canadian I and British V Corps moved on August 24 into assembly areas 
behind the Poles. In hope of achieving surprise and making up for the lack of bridgeheads 
beyond the river, artillery was to remain silent until assaulting elements had crossed the river. 
The offensive was to begin an hour before midnight on August 25.  

Plans called for both the Canadian I and British V Corps to pass through positions of the 
5th Kresowa Division on the left wing of the Polish Corps. Once past the lines, the Polish 
division was to shift toward the coast and join the 3rd Carpathian Division in a drive on the 
port of Pesaro. The Polish troops would be pinched out by the advance of the Canadians 
toward Rimini, while the V Corps protected the Canadian left. Farther west, the British X 
Corps was to follow up the enemy withdrawal in the mountains. 

Rather than withdraw into the Gothic Line’s main zone of resistance, the commander of 
the LXXVI Panzer Corps had established his divisions along a series of ridges north of the 
Metauro. Once he had determined that the main British offensive had begun, he intended to 
fall back into the Gothic Line. Yet, the Germans ran the risk of being overwhelmed before 
they could retire.  

The Metauro River and a succession of parallel ridges and rivers between the Metauro 
and the Romagna Plain posed obstacles to British operations. Thirty miles separated the 
Metauro from the Marecchia River, marking the southern edge of the Romagna Plain, the 
Eighth Army’s objective.  

When the Eighth Army attacked on schedule on August 25, both the Canadian I and British 
V Corps crossed the Metauro against little resistance. An hour later, as the troops prepared 

to push out from their bridgeheads, the 
massed guns of 15 artillery battalions fired a 
covering barrage. By dawn on August 26, the 
divisions were well beyond the river and 
advancing steadily behind heavy artillery fire 
and aerial bombardment. 

The Polish II Corps, along the coast, and 
the Canadian I Corps, on the Poles’ left, 
advanced toward Pesaro where the coastal 
plain narrowed. It was planned that the Pol-
ish Corps, weakened by losses and lack of 
replacements, would go into army reserve 
and the area of the front on the coastal plain 
would become the responsibility of the Cana-
dian Corps. 

By nightfall on the 27th, the Allied divisions 
had cleared all enemy forces south of the 
Arzilla River and prepared to continue north-
west to reach the Foglia River, last of the 
water barriers before the Gothic Line. Ger-
man forces had been taken by surprise, and 
the paratroopers of the 1st Parachute Division 
were unable to halt the Allied advance. 

Reacting to an August 24 report of an 
Allied landing in the Ravenna area, Kessel-
ring canceled entrainment of the 3rd Panzer-
grenadier Division for movement to France 
and ordered a transfer of the 26th Panzer 
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Division from army group reserve to the 
Tenth Army’s reserve. However, even after 
learning that the report was false, Kesselring 
allowed the shift of the panzer division to the 
eastern sector to continue. Despite the Allied 
attack in the area of the LXXVI Panzer 
Corps, Kesselring preferred to wait to see 
what might develop before reacting to it. 

As additional reports of Allied advances 
along the Adriatic flank reached German 
headquarters on the 28th, Kesselring con-
cluded that Alexander had launched his offen-
sive. He authorized the withdrawal of the 
LXXVI Panzer Corps into the Gothic Line 
behind the Foglia River and enlisted the 26th 
Panzer Division from the army reserve to back 
up the Gothic Line defenses in that sector.  

That night the Germans opposite the 
Eighth Army right wing began to fall back 
into the Gothic Line. Opposite the Eighth 

Army’s left wing, the LI Mountain Corps withdrew into the mountains. 
Late on the 29th, across a 17-mile front, the British and the Canadians reached the crests 

of the last hills overlooking the valley of the Foglia, while the Polish Corps entered the southern 
outskirts of Pesaro. That night the last German troops south of the Foglia retired, withdrawing 
toward strongpoints around the towns of Montecalvo, Montegridolfo, and Tomba di Pesaro.  

By August 30, the Canadian and British Corps had reached the German main defensive 
positions along the ridges on the far side of the Foglia River. During the night assault troops 
began crossing the Foglia to move at dawn against the Gothic Line.  

At Montegridolfo, the British V Corps encountered troops of the 26th Panzer Division. 
Exposed to the weight of Allied firepower, the panzergrenadiers were unable to hold. Out-
flanking the eastern anchor of the Gothic Line at Pesaro, the Polish Corps forced the Germans 
to withdraw on September 2. 

The Canadian Corps had taken Tomba di Pesaro to open a gap between the 26th Panzer 
and 1st Parachute Divisions and to pinch out the Polish II Corps against the coast during its 
advance. On the Canadian left the 46th Division of  V Corps kept pace. General Leese ordered 
the British 1st Armored Division forward to join the V Corps and follow up the German 
withdrawal.  

On September 2, the 29th Panzergrenadier Division was ordered to close the gap between 
the 1st Parachute and 26th Panzer Divisions. In turn, the corps reserve, the 98th Division, 
was ordered forward to help close a second gap that had developed between the 26th Panzer 
and 71st Divisions. Along the coastal sector held by the 1st Parachute Division, a blocking 
position was to be created using elements of the 162nd Turkoman Division with two artillery 
battalions in support. 

After fighting for over a week the troops of the LXXVI Panzer Corps were close to exhaustion.  
Kesselring intended to establish a new line along the Coriano Ridge, just before the 

Romagna Plain. When, on the afternoon of September 2, the Canadian Corps burst from a 
small bridgehead beyond the Conca River in the direction of the ridge, an imminent break-

After breaking through the German defenses along 
the Gothic Line at the Italian town of Pesaro, 
infantrymen of the II Polish Corps ride atop the 
Sherman tanks of the Polish 1st Krechowiecki Uhlan 
Regiment. The Gothic Line was the last major Ger-
man defensive barrier in northern Italy, and the 
fighting along its Adriatic sector was vicious.

All: Polish National Digital Archives
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through was expected. But mixed in with reports of progress were indications of growing 
resistance. To beat back a tank-led counterattack, the Canadians asked for assistance from 
the 46th Infantry Division, whose troops crossed the corps boundary to help drive the enemy 
from high ground overlooking the Canadians’ left flank. In the center and on the left of the 

V Corps, the 56th and 4th Indian Divisions 
had been advancing slowly against the Ger-
man positions in the Apennine foothills and 
were lagging behind. 

Leese ordered the 1st Armored Division 
into action to seize what appeared to be the 
keystone of the German position—the village 
of Coriano.  

After leaving its assembly area south of the 
Foglia, the armor found poor traction on the 
rain-soaked trails leading to the front, caus-
ing vehicles to break down and slowing oth-
ers so that they did not reach the south bank 
of the Conca River until late on September 
3. It wasn’t until mid-morning the next day 
that the first tanks began passing through the 
area of the 46th Infantry Division. 

The armor had to manage for itself as the 
46th Division had not yet captured the planned 
jump-off points just over two miles short of 
the Coriano Ridge. The tankers had a five-
hour fight just to reach their starting line. 

At the same time, taking advantage of the 
Germans’ lack of manpower the Canadians 
advanced the 1st Infantry and 5th Armored 
Divisions, disrupting the German defenses and 
by September 3 had advanced 15 miles to a 
second defensive line running from the coast 
to near Riccione. The Allies were close to 
breaking through to Rimini and the Romagna 
Plain; however, the LXXVI Panzer Corps 
withdrew in good order behind the line of the 
Conca River. Fierce resistance from the Corps’ 
1st Parachute Division supported by intense 
artillery fire provided by the 26th Panzer Divi-
sion brought the advance to a crawl. 

By nightfall the assault had bogged down 
a mile short of the Coriano Ridge, while fire 
from the ridge also brought troops of the 
Canadian I Corps to a halt. The delays had 
given the Germans time to bring up tanks 
and assault guns, and the moment when a 
breakthrough might have been achieved had 
passed. 

Three more days of effort to gain the ridge 
failed as the 29th Panzergrenadier Division 
was committed into the gap between the 1st 
Parachute and 26th Panzer Divisions.  

A week of heavy rains brought flash floods 
that washed out tactical bridges along inland 
roads, leaving only the coastal highway for 
supporting troops beyond the Foglia River. 

ABOVE: An Italian fascist paratrooper, his Baretta MAB 38 submachine gun slung over his shoulder, talks 
with a German fallschirmjager during the fighting at the Gothic Line in northern Italy. These Axis troops 
faced the attacks of the Polish elements of the British Eighth Army. BELOW: Along the banks of Italy’s 
Metauro River, a German PzKpfw. V Panther medium tank captured by the Polish 4th Armored “Scorpion” 
Regiment, 2nd Polish Armored Brigade, sits idle in August 1944. German and Italian forces offered stiff 
resistance to the British Eighth Army during the battles at the Gothic Line.
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Until the flooding receded, operations of the 
Eighth Army were brought to a near standstill.  

The first battle for Coriano commenced as 
the Royal Canadian Regiment attacked Ric-
cione, while elements of the 11th Infantry 
Brigade, 5th Canadian Armored Division, 
supported by tanks of the British 1st 
Armored Division, attacked the village of 
Besanigo, southwest of Riccione. After a trek 
of more than 50 hours, exhausted tank crews 
of the 2nd Armored Brigade, 1st Armored 
Division, were ordered to attack the Coriano 
ridge but were delayed until sunset on Sep-
tember 4. Fighting extended from Coriano 
to Croce, exacting a heavy toll. At the end of 
the first day only 79 tanks out of 156 Sher-
mans deployed (three battalions) were still fit 
for battle. The fighting continued for two 
days with gruesome losses on both sides 
along the front from Riccione to San Savino. 
As the first battle of Coriano came to an end, 
the Germans had managed to hold back the 
Eighth Army. 

Leese decided to outflank the Coriano 
ridge positions by driving west toward the 
towns of Croce and Gemmano to reach the 
Maranon Valley, which curved behind the 
Coriano positions to the coast some two 

miles north of Riccione. 
As the pressure imposed by the Canadian attack had put the LXXVI Panzer Corps in a crisis, 

the Germans considered withdrawing 10-15 miles to the designated “Yellow Line” along the 
Marecchia River north of Rimini. Such a decision could have meant an open road to the Romagna 
Plain, from Bologna to Revenna, for the Canadians. But the German command decided to make 
a stand at Gemmano (the action later referred to as “Cassino of the Adriatic”). 

As the first battle of Coriano neared an end, the 46th Division bogged down on the hills 
around San Clemente with the 56th Division covering its left flank. On September 4, the 
167th Brigade, 56th Division, captured Montefiore Conca and launched a reconnaissance 
to the slopes of Gemmano. 

During the night of September 4, the 56th Division moved toward Croce with the 167th and 
168th Brigades supported by tanks of the 7th Armored Brigade. The sector was defended by 
the German 290th Infantry Regiment, 98th Division, and the 100th Gebirgsjäger Regiment.  

Between September 4 and 13, the 56th Division and then the 46th Division were engaged 
in heavy fighting in the vicinity of Gemmano. The battle for Gemmano was one of the bitterest 
fights of the Italian campaign. Four attacks were necessary to push the German defenders 
out of their positions. The 100th Gebirgsjäger Regiment’s casualties were estimated at more 
than 2,400. British losses for the units that took part in the action averaged 100 to 150 for 
each battalion. 

While fighting continued at Gemmano, Leese decided it was time for a second attack on 
Coriano, still held by the Germans after stopping the first assault on September 5. In a meeting 
with the commanders of the British V Corps and Canadian I Corps, it was decided that Cori-

Imperial War Museum

ABOVE: M4 Sherman medium tanks of the 1st Canadian Armoured Division stir up clouds of dust as they  
rumble forward during the advance toward the Germans’ Gothic Line defenses in August 1944. Although the 
Gothic Line was breached, the German Tenth Army remained a potent fighting force. OPPOSITE: German  
soldiers wade across a river in Italy as they pull back to new defenses after the Gothic Line was breached. 
German Field Marshal Albert Kesselring coordinated a series of tactical withdrawals to new positions in the 
face of the Eighth Army advance. 
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ano should be the target for the 5th Canadian Armored Division while San Clemente was to 
be taken by the British 1st Armored Division. 

After a bombardment by 700 pieces of artillery as well as bomber strikes, the two divisions 
launched their attacks on the night of September 12 and two days later the fight for Coriano 
was over. 

In the meantime, to the north on the other side of the Conca Valley a similarly bloody 
engagement was being fought at Croce. The German 98th Division held its positions with 
great tenacity. It took five days of constant fighting, often house-to-house and hand-to-hand 
before the British 56th Division captured Croce. 

Also on September 14, the remnants of the German forces, near collapse, were assisted by 
a change in the weather. Several days of heavy rains made rivers and streams impassible to 
heavy equipment and halted Allied air support operations. Moreover, the Indian 4th Infantry 
Division was halted by artillery fire on the Ripabianca Ridge. This allowed the Germans to 
reorganize and restore some fighting capability as they established positions along the Mara-
non River running from San Marino to Riccione.  

Meanwhile, with the towns of Croce and Montescudo secured, the left wing of the Eighth 
Army advanced to the Maranon River and the frontier of tiny San Marino. The Germans 
had occupied neutral San Marino over a week earlier to take advantage of the heights on 
which the city-state stood. By September 19, the city was isolated and fell to the Allies at rel-
atively little cost. Three miles beyond San Marino lay the Marecchia Valley running across 
the Eighth Army line of advance to the coast at Rimini. 

On the right on September 20, the Canadian I Corps broke through the German positions 
along the Ausa River, opening the way to the Lombardy Plain. The following day the Corps’ 
3rd Greek Mountain Brigade and the New Zealand Motor Battalion entered Rimini as the 
Germans withdrew from their positions on the Rimini Line behind the Ausa to new positions 
along the banks of the Marecchia.  

Kesselring’s defense had won enough time for the onset of the autumn rains. Progress for 
the Eighth Army became extremely slow as heavy rains turned roads into quagmires, creating 
a logistics nightmare. The plains became swamps as the Eighth Army found itself confronted 

by a succession of swollen streams running 
across its line of advance. These conditions 
prevented Eighth Army’s armor from exploit-
ing any breakthrough, and the infantry of the 
British V Corps and Canadian I Corps, joined 
by the 2nd New Zealand Division, had to 
grind their way forward while the Germans 
withdrew beyond the Marecchia to the Uso, 
a few miles beyond Rimini. Positions on the 
Uso were forced on September 26, Eighth 
Army reaching the next river, the Fiumicino, 
on September 29. Four days of heavy rain 
forced a halt—V Corps being fought out and 
requiring major reorganization. 

Since the start of Operation Olive, Eighth 
Army had suffered 14,000 casualties. As a 
result, battalions were reduced from four to 
three rifle companies. The LXXVI Panzer 
Corps had suffered an estimated 16,000 
casualties. Though the Eighth Army’s offen-
sive had penetrated the Gothic Line, it had 
failed in its mission to destroy the German 
Tenth Army or break through to the Lom-
bardy Plain. The Allies would be held on this 
line until the following spring.  

 
Author Allyn Vannoy has written extensively 
on a variety of topics related to World War 
II. He resides in Hillsboro, Oregon.  
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Director Tyler Perry collaborated with WWII History magazine’s Kevin 
Hymel to tell the story of the all-BlackWomen’s Army Corps Postal  

Directory Battalion overseas in World War II.  BY D.C. MONTANA

HOLLYWOOD DELIVERS 
THE STORY OF THE  

6888th BATTALION 
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 W hen Hollywood’s Tyler Perry 
heard a story about the 6888th 
Central Postal Directory Battalion, 

the U.S. Army’s only all-female, all-Black 
unit of the Women’s Army Corps (WAC) to 
go overseas in World War II, he knew he had 
to make a movie about it.  

The story of the 6888th is one of courage, 
bravery and perseverance. The unit consisted 
of approximately 850 officers and enlisted 
women, who served in England clearing a 
backlog of undelivered mail that filled several 
warehouses to the brim. By February of 1945, 
D-Day and the Battle of the Bulge had already 
been fought, but as American soldiers fought 
their way into Germany, many were not 
receiving letters from home. The 6888th’s 
mission was vital to the war effort in Europe. 

Some soldiers had not received mail in 
more than eight months. Most of the mail 
could not be delivered because men had been 
either transferred to other units, been sent to 
the hospital, or had been killed. Morale was 
low, which could affect everything from phys-
ical and mental health, to a soldier’s ability 
to focus during combat missions or high-pres-
sure situations. Soldiers needed to hear from 
home. The importance of this mission was 
not lost on the women of the 6888. 

After combat training at Fort Oglethorpe 

in Georgia, the women crossed the Atlantic 
Ocean and reported for duty to Birmingham, 
England, on February 12, 1945. They were 
given six months to complete the daunting 
task of sorting and sending the backlogs of 
mail.  The women of the 6888th worked in 
an unheated warehouse with blacked-out 
windows where rats scurried through count-
less towering stacks of unopened envelopes 
and packages, some of which contained food 
that had long since spoiled.  

Dedicated to their mission, and with a sense 
of drive and purpose, the women developed 
a robust system to individually sort millions 
of letters and packages by creating a rotating 
schedule that operated in three, eight-hour 
shifts, twenty four hours per day, seven days 
a week. They devoted their time to tracking 
down soldiers and their locations. 

The unit’s assigned living quarters had been 
bombed prior to their arrival. As a result, the 
women took up residence in what had been 
the King Edwards Boys School before the war. 
As a self-contained unit, the 6888th were 
responsible for creating their own organiza-
tional structure, which comprised a headquar-
ters and four postal directory companies. They 
also established a mess hall, a motor pool, and 
their own supply network–along with publish-
ing a newsletter and establishing intramural 

Kerry Washington stars as Major Charity Adams in The Six Triple Eight,  
the new movie by Tyler Perry which tells the story of the only all-Black,  
all-female Women’s Army Corps unit to serve overseas in World War II. 
INSET: The women soldiers of the 6888th Central Postal Directory Battalion 
parade through the streets of Rouen, France. The women broke backlogs of 
mail in England and France during the end of the war in Europe.

Bob Mahoney/Perry Well Films 2/Courtesy of Netflix
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sports teams to increase their own morale. 
Although the women were given six 

months to accomplish their mission, they sur-
prised their critics by completing the job in 
just 90 days. In three months, the 6888th had 
sorted and redirected an estimated 18 million 
parcels, all while operating in harsh and dan-
gerous conditions. 

Although the women were incredibly suc-
cessful, and even went on to sort mail in 
France once the war ended, their homecom-
ing was not widely recognized or celebrated. 
Instead, their historical feat went largely 
unnoticed, until nearly 65 years later in the 
early 2000’s. 

Military historian Kevin Hymel first 
learned of the 6888th in 2008, while working 
for the U.S. Army’s Freedom Team Salute, a 
program that recognized parents, spouses and 

families of active-duty soldiers, as well as 
actors, athletes and veterans who supported the 
Army’s mission in the Global War on Terror.  

“My coworker Jean Davis approached me 
and said, ‘I’d like us to do something about this 
unit, the 6888th,’ and I had no idea what it was 
until she explained it to me,” said Hymel. 

After some initial research, he contacted three 
veterans from the unit, Mary Ragland, Gladys 
Shuster Carer, and Alice Dixon. Ragland, who 
enlisted in the Army after high school, had 

joined after seeing a recruiting advertisement that offered Black women an opportunity to serve 
their country overseas. 

“I traveled to her place in D.C. and did a number of interviews with her. She really gave me 
the bulk of the history on the 6888th. She had been a clerk and still had a lot of the paper-
work,” Hymel said. He then traveled to the National Archives in College Park, Maryland, to 
research further but was surprised to discover there were no records of the unit. “I had seen 
this before,” Hymel explained. “The records for many Black units from World War II have 
surprisingly disappeared.”  

Freedom Team Salute thanked each of the three soldiers of the 6888th in a ceremony held 
at Arlington National Cemetery in February 2009. Hymel published his story about the unit 
in the Army Historical Foundation publication, On Point. His job done, Hymel went on to 
write other articles about Americans and their battles in World War II. 

In 2018, nearly a decade after writing the original story, Hymel learned that the Army 
planned to build a monument dedicated to the women of the 6888th at Fort Leavenworth, 
Kansas. He called Carlton Philpot, a retired Navy veteran spearheading the effort. Philpot 
mentioned that he had been in contact with three additional veterans of the 6888th, and 
Hymel asked to interview one of them to write a story to coincide with the monument’s ded-

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP: U.S. Army Major Charity 
Adams inspects the soldiers of the 6888th after 
their arrival in Birmingham, England, on February 
15, 1945; Two African-American Women’s Army 
Corps soldiers prepare for a locker box inspection 
at Fort Des Moines, Iowa; Lena King (left) and 
Romay Davis (right).

All: National Archives
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ication. Philpot connected him to 95-year-old Lena King, whose story became the inspiration 
for the upcoming film, The Six Triple Eight.  

“I had such a blast talking to her,” Hymel said. “Normally I do two, maybe three interviews 
with a veteran to write their story, but with Lena, it was about 10 phone calls, and I enjoyed 
every one.” King was full of life, making her own meals and dancing on Saturday nights, and 
attending church every Sunday. Hymel recalled her joyous demeanor, sharp mind, and impres-
sive recall from her time in the military. However, not all her memories were positive ones. 
King had endured ridicule, grief, racism, and even feared for her life on several occasions. 

Then known by her maiden name Lena Derriecott, King was 18 when she enlisted in the 

U.S. Army upon graduating from German-
town High School, north of Philadelphia. She 
was inspired to serve her country to honor 
her childhood friend, Abram David, a Jewish 
boy who joined the Army Air Forces and had 
died on his first combat mission.  

Hymel knew he had to do her story justice. 
“I was waiting for her to tell me how pivotal 
her time in the 6888th was, or how it had 
changed her in some way, but for many of 
the ladies of the 6888th, once they got home, 
they moved on with their lives and it was just 
forgotten,” he said. “She was surprised that 
somebody was calling her to talk about these 
two specific years of her life.” Hymel’s story 
was published in the February 2019 edition 
of WWII History magazine.  

Not long after the story was published, Carl 
Gnam, Editorial Director of WWII History, 
put Hymel in touch with Carlota Espinosa, a 
Hollywood producer. “Carlota had con-

tacted me about another story we had pub-
lished in the magazine, and when I first read 
Kevin’s interview with Lena, I knew this was 
a story Carlota should produce,” Gnam said. 
“Kevin and I got Carlota on the phone, and 
after he told her the story of Lena and the 
6888th, she quickly agreed.”  

Upon reading, Carlota Espinosa sent 
Hymel’s article to her friend/producer, Keri 
Selig, who then brought Peter Guber and his 
Mandalay Pictures on board. They developed 
a sizzle reel that upon its completion, Selig 
sent to her long-time friend and film pro-
ducer, Nicole Avant, who immediately con-
nected with Mrs. King’s remarkable story. 
Right away Avant knew the perfect person to 
bring this to the screen and presented the pro-

ABOVE: Kevin Hymel (right) who wrote the article the movie was based on, served as a technical advisor on 
the set of The Six Triple Eight. Tyler Perry (center) wrote, produced, and directed the movie, Peter Guber 
(second from left) served as the executive producer, while Keri Selig (left) and Carlota Espinosa (right) 
served as producers on the film. TOP: From left are Pepi Sonuga, Ebony Obsidian and Sarah Jeffery in The Six 
Triple Eight. INSET: The Women’s Army Corps went through basic training, including the use of gas masks.

Kevin M. Hymel

Bob Mahoney/Perry Well Films 2/Courtesy of Netflix
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ject to Tyler Perry, who within a day, was on 
a plane to visit Mrs. King in her home in Las 
Vegas. After that meeting, Perry knew he 
needed to tell this story and wrote the script 
in a matter of weeks. 

“I didn’t know what to expect when I 
walked in,” Perry said, “and then this woman 
comes down the stairs with her jewelry and 
her clothes, her lipstick, her hair all done per-
fectly.” They sat together and King told her 
story. “I was beyond impressed with her 
memory,” he said, “but really what she gave 
me in every moment was the dignity and 
regalness that she carried.” 

After a three-hour discussion with King, 
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Perry knew how to tell the story. “I left with a whole story and script in my head,” Perry said. 
“What was important to me was that factually, we got it right.” 

At first, Hymel did not believe it. No one had ever wanted to make a movie out of one of 
his articles, especially not someone of the stature of Perry. But soon, Perry called Hymel and 
started asking him questions about the unit as he organized his ideas on how to tell the story 
on the big screen. 

Thus began a years-long relationship devoted to producing a historically accurate movie 
about the 6888th. Perry worked hard to understand the world of the 1940s and the experience 
of Black women at the time. For Perry, producing a World War II-era movie was unlike any 
other film he had done before, but he felt pulled to share this story with the world.  

“There’s something about that time period, the simplicity of it, the horror of it, the beauty 
of it, the pain of it, that was very intriguing to me,” he said. “It’s a very storied part of our 
history, and to be able to add stories that hadn’t been told to it was really something that I 
thought was a profound opportunity.”  

Perry leaned on his colleagues and predecessors for research, “To get it right, I did have to 
watch a lot of World War II movies and documentaries.” For historical accuracy, Perry relied 
on Hymel’s vast knowledge of WWII and American military history.  

Before, during and even after filming The Six Triple Eight the pair routinely spoke, some-
times almost daily, to make the movie as authentic as possible.  

Hymel provided Perry with books and anecdotes he had gathered from interviewing countless 
WWII veterans, including Romay Davis and Delores Ruddock from the 6888th. Romay had 
also been the subject of a story by Hymel published in WWII History magazine in 2021. He 
put together a collection of photos he found of the WAC in training, so Perry and his production 
crew could get a visual sense of the uniforms and equipment that were used at the time.  

The photos, many published in WWII History, depicted rows of Black women, standing at 
attention, wearing skirts and matching service caps. One photo showed three women donning 
gas masks during basic training, and another showed two preparing for a Saturday morning 
inspection in their barracks, a neatly packed suitcase between them. It was this knowledge, 
along with years of studying and conversing with veterans and service members, that made 
Hymel a historical asset to the production of The Six Triple Eight.  

Central to the movie and to the unit, was Major Charity Adams, played by Kerry Wash-
ington. Adams was the first African-American woman to become an officer and first serve 
overseas in WWII. She was also the highest ranking African-American woman in the Army 
at the end of the war. Adams was known among peers for boldly fighting discrimination, 
advocating for desegregation in the Army, and holding her soldiers to impeccably high stan-
dards. Washington, also an executive producer for the film, prioritized learning as much as 
she could about the role.  

“I love working with an actor [like Washington] who is going to be that involved and not 
just show up and say the lines,” Perry said, “but come in and create with me as a director and 
become the character in the moment. And that’s what she is.”  

He recalled one of the most defining moments he had while working on the film. He was 
on set with Washington shortly before the start of filming, and the two received a knock on 
the dressing room door. A crew member then brought a trunk into the room, with the name 
“Charity Adams” painted in bold letters on the side.  

“It was her original trunk, with her uniform, and letters and pictures in it,” said Perry. 
“Somehow, after all those years, it ended up at my feet, at the studio as we’re working on this 
movie. That’s how I know these women really wanted this story to be told.” 

Perry also traveled to Montgomery, Alabama, to visit Romey Davis, the oldest surviving 
member of the 6888th. Davis, the daughter of a U.S. Navy rigger, and a middle child sur-
rounded by her five brothers, joined the WAC in 1943. She was assigned to the motor pool, 
where she became a mechanic as well as a driver. Davis volunteered for an overseas assignment, 
and joined the 6888th as Charity Adam’s driver. “It’s good to have living witnesses, and then 

ABOVE: From left are writer/director/producer, 
Tyler Perry; executive producer/actress, Kerry 
Washington; and producer Nicole Avant, on the set 
of The Six Triple Eight. BELOW: Gregg Sulkin (left) 
plays Abran David and Ebony Obsidian plays Lena 
King in The Six Triple Eight. 

AB+DM/Netflix

Bob Mahoney/Perry Well Films 2/Courtesy of Netflix
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be able to fact check their stories with Kevin. These women are so sharp,” Perry said. Davis 
passed away in June 2024 at the age of 104.  

To help make the movie, Perry hired Hymel as a military history technical advisor. Before 
arriving on set in Atlanta, Georgia, Hymel received a phone call from Charity Adam’s son, 
Stanley Early III, who provided valuable insight into his mother’s character and 
personality. “He told me that Charity Adams always wore yellow gloves, because she wanted 
to be distinct from everyone else,” Hymel said. 

Although filming was already in progress, Hymel mentioned that fact to Kerry Washington 
on the set. She called for the person in charge of wardrobe and requested yellow gloves. Wash-
ington wanted to get the story right.  

With hundreds of extras playing members of the 6888th and combat soldiers, Perry found 
himself in a whole new world of movie making. “I have never, in my life, worked with so many 
people at once,” he said. “It was challenging moving that many people in one direction.” 

He credited choreographer Debbie Allen for ensuring military precision and accuracy 
throughout the movie, particularly related to scenes with hundreds of women marching, or 
participating in intricate dance numbers. “The biggest thing for me was the marching,” Perry 
said. “It had to be completely right. When I looked at video footage of Charity marching with 
the women, they were in lockstep. I knew it had to be perfect.” 

For Hymel, seeing stories he had been told throughout his interviews with the women of 
the 6888th make it onto the big screen gave him a sense of fulfillment. “The ladies of the 
6888th went into a movie theater, and the white soldiers tried to make them sit somewhere 
else, but a Black woman officer confronted them,” Hymel said. “That was a specific story 
Lena told me, so I was very happy to see that scene in the film.” 

Another historical feat took place in the midst of filming—on March 14, 2022, President 

Joe Biden signed the Six Triple Eight Con-
gressional Gold Medal Act of 2021 into 
Public Law 117-97. The 855 members of the 
6888th were awarded for their actions dur-
ing WWII. King was given her Congres-
sional Gold Medal in a special ceremony 
held at her church in Las Vegas, with Perry 
and Hymel attending. “For everything we 
have been building towards for this movie, 
that ceremony was just such a great moment 
in itself,” Hymel said. Perry agreed and said 
he wished every veteran could be honored 
in that way.  

The movie The Six Triple Eight is not only 
an opportunity to share an untold story with 
the public, it’s also a chance to educate the 
world on a little known, but integral, chapter 
of United States history. “I think the timing 
of it was really important and impeccable, 

Kerry Washington, as Major Charity Adams, inspects 
the work of her women soldiers as they try to clear 
the backlog of U.S. Army mail in Birmingham,  
England, in the new Netflix film, The Six Triple Eight.

BobMahoney/Perry Well Films 2/Courtesy of Netflix

Continued on page 98
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M en of the Medical Detachment of the 2nd Battalion, 274th Infantry 
Regiment, 70th Infantry Division, arrived in France in December 1944, 
and within days found themselves in action in Alsace-Lorraine as the 

unit was sent to help blunt the German offensive—Operation Nordwind. 
The 70th Infantry Division was formed and trained at Camp Adair near Cor-

vallis, Oregon, with Mount Hood visible in the distance in the Cascades. The 
mountain would become a symbol in the infantryman’s shoulder patch, the only 
such instance of a geographic feature to be so immortalized. The unit would 
prove to be as rugged as the mountain. 

Born March 26, 1924, to Ed and Josephine, Vernon Staley was the oldest of 
five children. After graduating from high school in Prineville, Oregon, in May 
1943, he was called up and inducted into the Army. After a short stay at Fort 
Lewis, Washington, he was sent to Camp Adair where he took basic training 
and was assigned to the 2nd Battalion, 274th Infantry Regiment. Even as the 
division was forming and getting organized, it was heavily drawn on for replace-
ments for other units that were already seeing action. A new infusion of personnel 
resulted in Staley having to undergo basic training a second time.  

Then, in February 1944, Staley and a number of others were sent to Denver, 
Colorado, for three months of medical technician training. In July, the division 
was shipped to Fort Leonard Wood, Missouri, for combat field training. That’s 
where Staley received his first experience as a medic. A soldier had a rifle grenade 
on the end of his M1, but used a live round rather than the special cartridge for 
the grenade launcher, causing the grenade to explode and strike several men. Sta-
ley and several other medics were nearby when there was a call of “Medic!” So, 
Staley and the others got to work on actual wounds. 

From Fort Leonard Wood the division traveled to Camp Myles Standish, Mass-
achusetts, in preparation for overseas deployment. Due to a shipping shortage, 
only the division’s infantry regiments made the initial Atlantic crossing aboard a 
converted ocean liner, the SS Mariposa; support units such as artillery, engineers 
were to follow weeks later. 

National Archives

B Y  A L LY N  VA N N O Y

Without weapons, U.S. Army medics 
willingly risked their lives treating  
the wounded on the battlefield.

 MEDICS:  
 Battlefield Mercy 
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A group of medics around a seriously 
wounded soldier perform an emergency foot 
amputation. Medics saved many lives on and 
near the battlefield during World War II. 
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The troops disembarked at Marseille, France, 
on December 10, and were trucked to a nearby 
cantonment.  

In charge of Staley’s medical detachment 
was First Lieutenant Joseph Clifford, MC 
(Medical Corps), 2nd Battalion Surgeon, 1st 
Lt. Forrest J. Beard, assistant battalion sur-
geon, and Staff Sergeant Richard E. Strass-
burger, section leader.  

On December 21, the GI’s of the 70th 
Division left their cantonment on a troop 
train for a three-day journey to Haguenau, 
not far from the French-German border, 
arriving on Christmas Eve.  

As they disembarked from the train, the 
sound of distant artillery fire provided a real-
ization that they were now close to the front. 
An eight-mile march with full field packs took 
them through the villages of Kaltenhouse and 
Oberhoffen-sur-Moder. By the light of a quar-
ter moon they passed signs reading, “Mines 
cleared in ditches,” and saw their first corpse, 
a dead German lying in a ditch along the road.  

The infantry regiments of the division were 
formed into Task Force Herren under assistant 
division commander, Gen. Thomas Herren. 

By the time they reached the outskirts of 
the village of Bischwiller it was 2 a.m. on 
Christmas morning. They were bivouacked 
in an old factory building. Not yet accus-
tomed to the sounds of war, their first night 
was interrupted by the occasional burst of 
ack-ack from a nearby antiaircraft battery.  

On December 27, another night march 
brought them to the village of Drusenheim, 
where they set up positions overlooking the 
Rhine River. Staley and the other medics 
established an aid station in an old tavern. Its 
first casualty, Private Victor N. Estrella, How 
Company, the battalion’s weapons company, 
came in the early hours of December 28. 

Under artillery fire, Estrella had jumped 
into his foxhole and landed on his bayonet.  
He had received first echelon medical treat-
ment for the deep penetrating wound in his 
buttock from Tech/3 Leonard Kloaner. 

In the field, the wounded were first given 
aid by his comrades or medics. The injured 
would then be taken to an aid station for 
immediate treatment and stabilization, car-
ried by litter bearers to a collecting station, 
then taken by ambulance to a clearing station. 

At the clearing station casualties were sorted according to the severity of their injuries; treat-
ment administered to reduce suffering and prevent permanent disability; temporary care pro-
vided for more severe cases until they could be moved to an evacuation hospital. 

An infantry regiment’s medical battalion comprised a headquarters detachment, three col-
lection companies and a clearing company. Each collection company included a platoon of 
medics—with an authorized strength of two officers and nine enlisted men, sufficient to provide 
three medics per rifle company or one to each platoon. The collection company also had a 
litter platoon staffed by one officer and 43 enlisted men divided into nine four-man litter teams. 

Because they’d been on the move, Christmas dinner was delayed until the 29th. The turkey 
and cranberry sauce, along with the usual trimmings was a welcome change from the K-
rations and C-rations they’d been surviving on. 

After a few uneventful days, they were told on January 3 to prepare to move and boarded 
trucks at 2 a.m. in blackout conditions. There was so much traffic on the narrow, snow-cov-
ered roads that it took them 10 hours—exposed to winter winds in open trucks—to go 40 
miles. They reached the village of Puberg, deep in forested hills close to the German border, 
about 11 a.m. on January 4. The battalion was ordered to prepare to move on to the village 
of Wingen-sur-Moder, which was held by elite troops of the German 12th SS Mountain Reg-
iment, 6th SS Mountain Division.  

On January 5, the 2nd Battalion was directed to prepare positions overlooking Wingen. 
That evening the battalion received further orders directing them to capture the village. 
German forces not only held the village, but also dominated terrain above it. 

Staley’s medical detachment set up their aid station in Puberg—illuminated at night by 

ABOVE: M4 Sherman medium tanks of the 781st Tank Battalion, fighting along with the 274th Infantry Regi-
ment, move back into the town of Wingen, Germany, on January 7, 1945, after it has been retaken from the 
Germans. The medical detachment of 2nd Battalion has already set up an aid station nearby to deal with 
heavy casualties. OPPOSITE: Wrapped in blankets and temporarily placed in a shell hole for cover, these 
G.I.s of the 274th Infantry Regiment await treatment at an aid station near the front lines after being 
wounded in the fight with SS troops at Wingen, Germany.

Both: National Archives
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only a single lantern and a few candles. 
The battalion’s assault on the village began at dawn on January 6, requiring the GIs to 

cross open ground. The attack continued throughout the day against intense enemy fire, 
causing heavy casualties. But by late afternoon half the village was in American hands. 

During the dawn attack, Fox Company, after sustaining heavy casualties, was under intense 
enemy fire and unable to withdraw. When four litter bearers were hit attempting to evacuate 
the wounded across 300 yards of open ground the medical detachment’s litter squad became 
disorganized. When Clifford was apprised of the situation, he left the rear aid station and 
set up an advance aid station and collecting point. Then the detachment commander led a 
litter squad of Privates First Class Branscum, Porter, Carter, Earhart, and Rybarczyk, into 
the town while under heavy machine gun fire. 

The detachment’s first casualty was Private Donald Brown. Attached to the 2nd Platoon, 
George Company, he was moving to render aid to a wounded sergeant when he was hit in 
the arm by machine-gun fire. Brown was able to reach the sergeant and was about to give 
him morphine when he discovered the man was dead. Brown then crawled to a covered posi-
tion until litter bearers could reach him and evacuate him to the aid station in Puberg. 

About 11 a.m., Tech/5 Theodore Fleck, aid man attached to the 3rd Platoon of Fox Company, 
was hit in the left shoulder by a sniper while treating a PFC Scott who had been hit in the 
jugular. Unable to stop the bleeding, Fleck realized the wound was fatal. Wounded and numb 
from the cold, Fleck managed to render aid to a number of other casualties before making his 
way to a collecting point to be evacuated to the rear by litter bearers. 

While evacuating casualties under heavy mortar and machine-gun fire, PFCs Eddie E. 

Porter and Wayne Shook were hit by sniper 
fire—Porter in the leg and Shook in the hand. 
They continued to work until they were 
forced to evacuate to the collecting company. 
Porter would recover from his wounds and 
return to the unit on March 8. 

Following the medical detachment’s losses, 
replacements were transferred from the Regi-
mental Aid Station. Three were assigned as lit-
ter bearers—PFCs Paul L. Stallsmith and Mil-
ford Johnson and Private Flores; along with 
Tech/5 Max Freeman, a medical technician. 
Shortly after their arrival, Pvt. Flores was on 
his first assignment, with Pvt. Peter Kotsovo-
los, when their jeep hit a mine on the outskirts 
of Wingen—injuring the legs of both men. 

During the assault on the village, Tech/5 
Donald Conway was attached to Fox Com-
pany, which spent the night in a house it had 
occupied after a fierce fire-fight. Tanks with 
a U.S. assault force approaching Wingen—
unaware that the house was occupied by fel-
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low GIs—appeared to be preparing to open 
fire on the building when Conway ran out 
into the open. Amid enemy machine-gun fire, 
he was able to signal the tankers, who held 
their fire. 

PFC George Brush, who was attached to 
the 2nd Platoon of George Company, was 
rendering aid to a fallen comrade when he 
was hit three times by sniper fire, and 
wounded again when a phosphorus grenade 
exploded nearby. Taking cover behind a wall 
with the soldier he was treating, he removed 
his burning coat, and returned to providing 
aid. But when another bullet mortally 
wounded his patient, Brush then moved on 
to provide aid to other wounded men. 

At dusk, the German defenders counter-
attacked ferociously and succeeded in isolat-
ing units of the 2nd Battalion. The battalion 
fought tenaciously, forcing the Germans to 
begin withdrawing during the night. The 
next day, the 2nd Battalion drove the remain-
ing Germans from the village, but the battle 
had cost them some 130 casualties. 

PFC Ray Waterhouse, a member of the 
medical detachment, a CPA in civilian life and 
a Seventh-Day Adventist, recalled that “bitter 

experience took precedent over the events of the past for the actual terrifying sight of battle 
casualties with torn broken limbs, deep penetrating chest wounds and head wounds came 
pouring into our aid station, on blood soaked litters. The ‘battle green’ aid station group, now 
active in the administering of blood plasma soon became veterans in the first echelon of medical 
care a few yards behind the front.” Waterhouse also pointed out, “our Red Crosses painted 
across our helmets proved to be only an excellent target for the SS troopers.” 

For its actions at Wingen, the 2nd Battalion, 274th Infantry, received a Presidential Unit 
Citation. Also, for their personal actions at Wingen, Bronze Stars were awarded to Captain 
Clifford and PFC Thomas J. Maher, who had rendered aid to a wounded soldier under heavy 
fire, and saved the lives of many others.  

Like the others in the detachment, Staley saw his first action at Wingen while he was 
attached to Fox Company. Later, there was an opening for an aid man in H Company and 
Staley campaigned hard to get the assignment because “H Company had 21 jeeps—they 
rode, not walked.” With H Company, he was assigned to the 2nd Platoon machine gunners. 

The morning after Wingen was secured, the aid detachment moved to set up an advance 
aid station in the nearby town of Zittersheim. There, they treated a number of captured Ger-
man prisoners, finding them half starved and some with gangrenous wounds. They were 
soon ordered to move again, this time back to Puberg. This was also a short stay, moving 
once again on January 8, this time to the town of Oberbronn, arriving after a long truck ride 
in freezing temperatures. 

During January 8-10, the 274th Regiment was shifted into defensive positions in the area 
of the towns of Philippsbourg-Dambach, with the 2nd Battalion on the right flank of the 
regiment, taking up positions in former Maginot Line bunkers. 

After arriving in Oberbronn, well back off the line, they were told that they would be in 
reserve for a few days, the medics began setting up in an old Catholic hospital and convent. 
But by January 10, they were ordered to Niederbronn(-les-Bains), a short distance away, 
and set up their aid station in a bomb-damaged house. Combat units had established positions 
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to the northeast of the town in a rough, forested area. Realizing the possible difficulties in 
evacuating wounded over such terrain it was necessary to organize a forward aid station on 
a knoll in the mountain-like hills. The aid station was set up in a dugout, just behind the for-
ward positions of the rifle companies. There, life-saving plasma was kept heated at body 
temperature over a small burner as other medical supplies were made ready for use. 

The losses at Wingen left the medical section under strength, so four medical technicians 
volunteered to man the aid station dugouts. The rifle companies were in foxholes and pill-
boxes overlooking the Siegfried Line. The terrain was not suitable for ambulances, so any 
casualties would have to be transported by jeep over winding trails.  

There was a steady 24-hour pounding of artillery. Shells frequently landed close to the 
aid station dugout, sometimes the shell fragments could be heard tearing through the 
nearby trees. 

Late in the afternoon, PFC Johnson, a replacement from the Regimental Aid Station, was 
struck in the leg by shell fragments from a tree burst, but he carried on helping with the 
evacuation of several casualties. 

Given the treacherous terrain and recent heavy snowfall, an attack on the battalion was 
not expected, but the heavy artillery fire falling on the company front meant a continued 

stream of casualties to be treated. 
On the night of January 16, aid station per-

sonnel attached to Fox Company, went to 
evacuate a casualty from one of the Maginot 
Line pillboxes. “We were close to the town 
of Dambach,” Staley recalled. “We got a call 
one night that there was a wounded GI in one 
of the bunkers. So, we took a litter and went 
out—there was snow and ice. We finally got 
to the bunker. The guy had shot himself 
through the foot. We thought, ‘We’re not car-
rying him back over that ice and snow—he 
can walk.’ We put a compress on him, got 
him patched up, and made him walk back. 
We put him in a jeep and took him to the aid 
station. Doc Clifford worked that guy over, 
saying that that was the worst place (the mid-
dle of his foot) he could have shot himself, 
that it would bother him the rest of his life. 
The soldier said it was an accident. But Clif-
ford (was angry and) said it wasn’t. Normally 
he (Clifford) wasn’t that tough.” 

During the effort to recover the wounded 
soldier, no one had bothered to give the 
medics the password. Staley said, “We got 
down there (near the forward positions) and 
they (the sentries) said ‘Halt! What’s the 
password?’ We replied, ‘We’re medics, they 
never tell us.’ Again, ‘What’s the password?’ 
And you could hear the M1’s safety clicking 
off.” After convincing the sentries that they 
had come down to collect a wounded man 
they were allowed to pass. 

As they approached the seventh day in 
their position, the cold and lack of sleep due 
to the continued artillery and mortar shelling 
was wearing on the medics. The vicious fight-
ing in frigid weather near Niederbronn had 
reduced rifle companies to an average of 50-
percent of authorized strength.  

The aid station at Niederbronn was in an 
old hotel. There they were provided a shower 
under an open-air tent—the first since leav-
ing Marseille. By 6 p.m. they were once again 
on the move in open trucks. 

“The snow that started to fall earlier in the 
evening turned to slush (sleet) and after travel-
ing a good part of the night, the slush began 
to turn to ice, and our overcoats froze so stiff 
we could hardly move our arms to keep 
warm,” Waterhouse recalled. “We traveled 
all night, though it involved only a few miles, 

ABOVE: During winter fighting, medics gingerly load a seriously wounded soldier aboard a vehicle for evacua-
tion from a frontline aid station. The aid stations were often packed with wounded men, and the lives of many 
in serious condition were saved due to the close proximity of the facilities to the battlefield. OPPOSITE: Med-
ical personnel arrive at an aid station with wounded aboard. During the harsh winter months, Jeeps were 
often used to transport wounded men due to wintry road conditions. This photo was taken in January 1945.

Both: National Archives
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it was over winding trails, and our guides were 
cautiously watching the roads for any of the 
enemy that might ambush our troops.” 

They arrived at Obersoultzbach, just 13 
miles southwest of Niederbronn, early on 
January 21. A day later they moved near 
Wingen, where they had seen action earlier 
in the month. January 23 brought yet 
another move—a truck convoy carried them 
to Wimmenau, about 13 miles to the north. 

While at Wimmenau two aid stations were 
set up in the forest. The forward aid station 
was set up in a large dugout near the front 
and the rear was in a tent. The forward aid 
station was manned by Lt. Beard, Sergeant 
Strassburger, Corporal (Breezy) Brezacek, 
Tech/5 Wiggins, and Tech/5 Freeman. The 
rear station was manned by Lt. Clifford, 
Tech/3 Leonard Klosner, Tech/3 Robert 
Cady, Corporal Jonte, and PFC Waterhouse.  

After five days in the Wimmenau positions, 
they were alerted of another move on Janu-
ary 29. This took them to the town of 
Adamsweiler, where they paused just long 
enough to have a meal of cold K-rations, and 
then continued on to the town of Enchen-
berg—a distance of some 19 miles over 
mountain roads. There, they had a chance to 
talk with other aid men who shared their 
experiences. What they learned was not 
encouraging—they had completely turned 
over their medical units, replacing all their 
personnel, in the few months that their unit 
had been in combat. 

Over the next two days the unit re-orga-
nized their aid station and litter bearers. 
They were able to rest and write letters 
home. Replacements arrived from the “rep-
ple-depple” (replacement depot) in England. 
This included PFC John Jest. He was in his 
second year of overseas duty, but had not 
been assigned to a combat unit before. 
Tech/5 Fleck, wounded at Wingen, rejoined 
the unit here. 

On February 9, the unit moved again as 
the battalion’s infantry companies were 
placed in reserve, taking them to the town of 
Dehlingen, about 18 miles to the southwest. 

On February 14, three more replacements 
arrived—Privates Daniel W. Hoover, James 
McBride, and George A. Pochepka. Replace-
ments were being drawn from wherever they 

could be found, these latest from army hospitals in Paris. They were assigned to the litter 
bearer group. They were considered to have sufficient medical experience and well qualified 
to carry out their duties. As replacements, they were sent with a squad experienced in dodging 
artillery and mortar shells.  

It was at this time that the support units of the 70th Division finally arrived and the 274th 
Infantry rejoined its division, having been attached to the 45th Infantry Division. 

Rumors were circulating that the 2nd Battalion was to prepare for the forthcoming drive 

ABOVE: Medic T/5 Max Freeman of the medical detachment, 274th Infantry Regiment, helps a wounded 
man to safety. The victim was among a group of Eastern European slave laborers who escaped from the 
Germans during the American attack on the town of Stiring-Wendel, France. He was shot when the Ger-
mans opened fire on the fleeing laborers. OPPOSITE: A squad of infantrymen from the 70th Division moves 
through the French city of Forbach on February 23, 1945. The medical personnel of the division were 
often near the scene of an ongoing battle and regularly under fire themselves as they went in harm’s way 
to treat wounded soldiers.

Both: National Archives
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to the city of Saarbrücken—a strongpoint of the Siegfried Line on the Saar River, along the 
French-German border. But before reaching Saarbrücken, several towns and German defen-
sive positions would have to be dealt with. The next day the unit left for the town of Bous-
bach, less than 10 miles south of Saarbrücken.  

The battalion surgeon, Clifford, received a promotion to captain on February 15, though he 
thought of himself as a doctor first and then an officer. “Captain Clifford was an easy going 
guy, a great guy,” Staley said. “Half the time we called him Joe—that was his first name.”  

The 274th was informed on the same day that it was to make the main effort to capture 
the high ground—Kreutzberg and Forbacherberg Ridges—overlooking Saarbrücken, spear-
heading the Seventh Army’s effort to break through the Siegfried Line.  

Preparations were made for an attack on the nearby town of Kerbach and high ground in 
the vicinity. The medics were to follow the assault parties as they moved up, setting up for-
ward aid stations as close as possible to the front lines.  

Leading the assault on Kerbach on the night of February 16, the 2nd Battalion’s Fox Com-
pany encountered strong opposition. 

Based on their experience, the aid unit devised a plan to determine a casualty’s position 
ahead of time by telephone, speeding up evacuation from the field to the aid station.  

“We found it impossible to follow up troops under automatic weapons and artillery fire 
without losing the advantage that speedy evacuation might give, due to the danger of having 
the entire aid station and its personnel a complete battle loss,” Waterhouse said. “This was 
experienced at Wingen when we lost many of our litter bearers in an effort to speedily evac-
uate casualties that were not too seriously wounded.” 

After the first call of casualties came in, a half hour after tanks had passed the aid station on 
their way to Kerbach, litter squads were sent forward. Then, as those at the aid station waited 
for the litter squads to return, a steady stream of calls were received for more litter squads.  

Those at the aid station sweated out reports after the litter squads had left that morning. 
The first squad had not yet returned when the second squad returned to the aid station. It 
was learned that they had encountered enemy automatic weapons fire, forcing them to seek 
cover in a creek. When they got back to the aid station they were covered with mud and 

soaking wet. This group included PFC’s 
Brush, Gladany, Stallsmith, and McBride.  

The first squad, which included Captain 
Clifford, Lieutenant Beard, Sergeant Spence, 
Cpl. Brezacek, Tech/5 Freeman, PFC Rybar-
czyk, PFC Branscum, along with Privates 
Hoover, Pochepka, and Hilton, had yet to 
return. When they finally did return, it was 
learned that they had been pinned down by 
sniper fire while attempting to go forward to 
set up a forward aid station at the outskirts of 
Kerbach. They were forced to seek cover in a 
road culvert which was partly filled with water.  

The battalion sent out a force to drive back 
the Germans and secure the road for supplies 
to come forward and the wounded to be 
evacuated. Once this was completed casual-
ties began to flood the aid station. 

Following days of fighting, the aid station 
was moved forward on February 19 to Ker-
bach—a short distance behind the front. 

They set up in an old parish church where, 
from the upper floors they could see explo-
sions of artillery and mortar shells on a hill 
in the distance. Near the rear of the aid sta-
tion passed a steady stream of German pris-
oners. Many had serious wounds that were 
treated in the aid station before they were 
evacuated to POW hospitals. 
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“It was during this attack that litter bearers 
and aid men were struggling under the pre-
carious circumstances set up by the open ter-
rain, and impeded in contacting these casu-
alties, because of a sudden burst of enemy 
machine gun and mortar fire,” Waterhouse 
said. “First Lt. Forrest J. Beard observing 
their plight, together with the assistance of 
Staff Sgt. Richard Strassburger and Corporal 
Brezacek, quickly left their covered position, 
located a suitable approach… for contacting 
the wounded, and assisted the aid men and 
litter bearers in rendering emergency medical 
attention, and evacuating them to the rear… 
Their quick action and dauntless courage in 
a time of emergency eliminated the possibil-
ity of further casualties, and contributed 
directly to the saving of many lives.” 

The aid men moved a mile north to the vil-
lage of Etzling on February 21. A suitable 
building was found—one room was used for 
the care of casualties, and the remaining 
rooms of the building for quartering the aid 
station personnel and litter bearers. 

As they settled in, word came that recently 
promoted Tech/5 James O. Fouts had been 
killed the day before by artillery fire  near the  
Stiring-Wendel. He was credited with the 
saving of many lives during the action at 
Wingen in early January. He was awarded 
the Silver Star, posthumously. 

“The continued pounding of artillery on 
our positions was like living under a death 
sentence,” Waterhouse said. “A medical com-
posite section consisting of 12 men in support 
of the various companies of the battalion was 
indeed a strenuous task for these men who 
give their every last ounce of strength to save 
the life of a fallen infantryman.” 

February 23rd saw bitter fighting as the 
274th dealt with attacks and counter-attacks. 
By March 2, the battalion was looking down 
from the ridges above the towns of Forbach, 
Stiring-Wendel, and Neue-Glashutte. 

As the combat units readied to take Stiring-
Wendel, the medical unit looked for a safe 
evacuation point for the handling of casual-
ties, finding one in an abandoned pillbox.  

The battle began the next day with house-
to-house combat. The Germans used Nebel-
werfers—rocket launchers capable of firing 
multiple heavy rockets.  

“It had an unexplainable scream as it went through the air and lit in our lines,” Waterhouse 
recalled of the weapon known to GIs as“Screaming Meemies.” The Nebelwerfer volleys 
seemed to come four or five times a day with impacts so close that all the windows at the 
aid station were blown out. 

A heavy concentration of artillery fire on forward positions during the night of March 4 
brought the call for two litter squads to evacuate a number of casualties. The two litter 
squads included PFC’s Branscum, Rybarczyk, Calderon, Hilton, Carter, and a litter squad 
from the collecting company. To speed up the process, PFC Branscum delivered the litter 
squads in a jeep, then headed for a pre-arranged forward collection point. He hadn’t gone 
far when his jeep struck a mine. The explosion destroyed the jeep and threw Branscum a 
short distance leaving him with a sprained arm and shrapnel in one leg. He crawled about 
200 yards while under artillery fire, allowing him to reach the litter bearers. Despite his 
wounds he was able to assist in the evacuation of more serious casualties. 

PFC Dan Hoover, who had arrived as a replacement, was also wounded. He had been 
assisting at the aid station as a litter bearer and was then sent out as an aid man. He was hit 
by shell fragments when he left a foxhole to reach a wounded man. 

Once the battle started, casualties arrived at the aid station with a wide variety of injuries—
each more gruesome than the last. One evening a GI whose abdomen had been ripped open 
by a shell fragment was brought in. Asked if the man would survive, Captain “Doc” Clifford  
replied, “There is a slim chance that he will come through.” After being evacuated from the 
aid station, the unit seldom had word of a patient’s fate unless they later returned to duty. 

ABOVE: Under enemy fire, a medic dashes into the open and down a city street while moving forward to 
treat wounded soldiers. Such a scene became commonplace, and the medical detachment of the 274th 
Infantry Regiment displayed great courage under fire. OPPOSITE: Covered by machine-gun fire from the 
light tank behind him, a medic of the 274th Infantry Regiment dashes forward at a contested intersection. 
During World War II, medics often displayed valor under fire and saved lives in the process.

Both: National Archives
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On one occasion two casualties arrived within minutes of each other, both having had 
their right foot blown off. A GI had stepped on a mine and when his buddy rushed to his 
aid, he also stepped on a mine. Applying a large Carlisle bandage to the stub of the right leg 
of one of the soldiers, the wounded man was asked if he had feeling in his right foot. He said 
he could feel it, but those treating him knew it was a phantom feeling, since his foot was 
gone. A little encouragement went a long way to lifting morale and aiding in recovery, but 
the aid men also used discretion when discussing wounds with their patients.  

As house-to-house fighting continued in Stiring-Wendel, heavy casualties made it necessary 
to set up an advance aid station for the handling of the seriously wounded.  

While the Americans would attempt to treat their wounded as quickly as possible in the 
field, the Germans usually waited until after fighting had stopped before sending their medical 
personnel into the field under a Red Cross banner or flag of trace. 

Under the cover of darkness and heavy fog, Captain Clifford and some volunteers organized 
a forward post in the early hours of March 5. The group included medical technicians, Tech/5 
Wiggins and PFC Waterhouse, together with a litter squad consisting of Tech/5 Freeman, 
PFC’s Rybarczyk, Stallsmith, and Calderon.  

As they set up the new post, they began to receive shell fire. Added to this was a barrage 
of screaming-meemies that caused those in the aid station to hit the floor. Though the rounds 
landed a few blocks away, the concussion blew out the windows of their building.  

As the 274th Infantry advanced during the afternoon, a column of men came streaming 
towards them along the Metz-Saarbrücken Highway. “The day after Stiring-Wendel, we could 
see this building with a red cross on top of it,” Staley said. “We didn’t know what it was. But 
there were these Eastern Europeans in there. When we got close they started breaking and running 
out of there and the Germans shot ‘em in the back… I had never seen anybody that starved in 
my life. Some of them had been wounded, had gangrene,… I started treating their gunshot 
wounds, but I ran out of stuff to do it. I doubt if a lot of them ever survived.” It was only later 

that the GIs realized they had come upon a 
slave labor camp. 

Early that evening a German artillery bar-
rage landed three direct hits on the building 
housing the aid station, shearing off part of 
the roof. The medical staff, who had been 
working on two seriously wounded casualties 
at the time, were spared from injury. Though 
they feared the building would be struck 
again, they continued to treat the wounded. 

During the evening of the 5th, PFC 
Edward Keller, an aid man attached to Fox 
Company, was hit in the leg by shell frag-
ments from a tree burst as he provided aid 
to a wounded soldier. During action at Win-
gen he had a bullet crease his helmet. Though 
injured, he helped dress wounds and directed  
the walking wounded to the aid station 
before litter bearers arrived to evacuate him. 

Every day just before dawn the Germans 
shelled the same part of Stiring-Wendel, an 
area referred to as “88 Corner.” The nearby 
aid station had to be evacuated at that hour. 

On March 6, four U.S. tanks arrived in the 
town, one stopping alongside the building 

Continued on page 98
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 F our miles above the snow-covered 
city of Steyr, Captain Jack Horner 
peered down through his Norden 

bombsight in a desperate attempt to identify 
the target. 

Horner was lead bombardier for a large 
force of Consolidated B-24 Liberator heavy 
bombers targeting the Daimler-Puch aircraft 
manufacturing plant some 90 miles west of 
Vienna. More than 100 other Americans 
were relying on him to find the factory and 
release his bombs—signaling to the rest to 
toggle their own payloads. 

The task was made infinitely more difficult 
by especially aggressive swarms of Luftwaffe 
interceptors tormenting Horner’s bomber 

formation, even pressing in through deadly 
antiaircraft fire to disrupt its attack. Worse 
still, a stray cumulus cloud also momentarily 
obscured the factory. 

Horner was configuring his bombsight for 
an “offset,” a technique used in bad weather 
conditions, when he spotted below him sev-
eral errant Boeing B-17 Flying Fortress 
bombers. If he salvoed his bombs now, they 
would likely hit these friendly warplanes. He 
had no choice but to cancel the drop. 

This unexpected development left 
Horner’s mission commander, Lt. Col. Ken-
neth A. Cool, with a particularly disagreeable 
dilemma. Should Cool order his Liberators 
to go around and try again, losing more air-
craft to enemy flak and fighters. If the 
bombers attempted to strike their secondary 
target, precious time would be spent lining 
up on and attacking a low-priority objective. 

BY PATRICK J. CHAISSON

Hell at  

The Fifteenth Air 
Force faced a stiff 
fight against the 

Luftwaffe during a 
raid from its bases  
in Italy against a  
target in Austria.

All photos: National Archives
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 21,000 Feet 

Hit by German fighter planes, a B-24 Liberator from 
the Fifteenth Air Force has erupted in flames during a 
bombing raid over Austria. The 15th AF destroyed a key 
ball-bearing plant near Steyr, Austria, on April 2, 1944. 
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Fortunately, Cool remembered from a pre-
flight intelligence briefing that the sprawling 
Steyr Walzlagerwerke ball-bearing works sat 
on a direct line only one minute’s flight time 
from the Daimler-Puch factory. Vitally, sky 
was clear over this strategic production facil-
ity. Cool keyed the mic on his command 
radio: “Come to Course Three-Three-Zero. 
We’re bombing the ball-bearing plant.” 

This mission, which took place on April 2, 
1944, represented a major milestone in the 
Allies’ Combined Bomber Offensive. For 10 
months, elements of the British Royal Air 
Force (RAF) and the U.S. Army Air Forces 
(USAAF) had been attacking key manufac-
turing facilities in an effort to permanently 
ground the Luftwaffe before the Allied armies 
invaded France.  

Initially proposed in July 1943, the USAAF 
called it “Operation Pointblank.” The plan 
called for heavy bombers of the Eighth Air 
Force (stationed in the United Kingdom) and 
Fifteenth Air Force (flying from Italy) to strike 
high-priority industrial plants in central and 
southern Germany. As these factories made 
fighter aircraft and their component parts, 
destroying them was sure—in American 
eyes—to defeat the Luftwaffe. 

Pointblank succeeded, albeit at a significant 
cost in men and matériel. In particular, “Big 
Week” (February 20–25, 1944) broke the 
Luftwaffe’s back in terms of airplane produc-
tion. Forced to decentralize its manufacturing 
base, Nazi Germany could no longer build 
interceptors in sufficient quantities to chal-
lenge the Allies’ growing fleets of heavy 
bombers. Nor was the Reich able to ade-
quately train replacement fighter pilots due to 
a chronic shortage of resources—notably fuel. 

Eventually, though, the air units partici-
pating in Operation Pointblank shifted their 
focus to other missions. On April 1, 1944, 
control of the Eighth and Fifteenth Air 
Forces passed from Lt. Gen. Carl A. Spaatz’s 
United States Strategic Air Forces (USSTAF) 

to the Supreme Headquarters, Allied Expeditionary Force in Europe, under General Dwight 
D. Eisenhower. These bombers were needed to strike transportation nodes across northern 
France in order to isolate the Normandy region before D-Day—then scheduled for late May 
or early June. 

Yet whenever conditions permitted, U.S. “heavies” went out against strategic targets even 
after Pointblank formally concluded. This was especially true for the Fifteenth Air Force (AF), 
commanded by Maj. Gen. Nathan F. Twining. Able to range far into southern Germany, 
Austria, and eastern Europe from their airfields in Italy, Twining’s airmen began bombing in 
earnest during the first months of 1944. 

By April, the Fifteenth AF had on hand four full bomb wings. Of these, the 5th Bomb Wing 
(BW) was the only organization in Twining’s command equipped with B-17 Flying Fortresses. 
Flying B-24 Liberators were the 47th BW, 55th BW, and 304th BW. On paper, the Fifteenth’s 
bomber fleet totaled nearly 800 B-17s and B-24s. The number of operational aircraft was 
almost always lower due to combat losses and planes in maintenance. 

These units flew out of the Foggia Complex, a sprawling network of airfields that encircled 
the city of Foggia in southeastern Italy. Also based there were upwards of 700 fighters assigned 
to the Fifteenth AF. The 325th Fighter Group (FG) operated the sturdy if short-legged Republic 
P-47 Thunderbolt, although some of its squadrons were transitioning to the new long-range 
North American P-51 Mustang. The 1st FG, 14th FG, and 82nd FG utilized the Lockheed P-
38 Lightning, a versatile twin-engined escort capable of accompanying strategic bombers deep 
into Nazi-held territory.  

A Fifteenth Air Force B-24 Liberator in the skies 
above Austria during a raid on railroad infrastruc-
ture. In September 1943, the U.S. Army Air Force 
formed the 15th AF, based in the Foggia area of 
southern Italy. The six heavy bomb groups—four B-17, 
two B-24—flew major strategic raids in southern and 
eastern Europe, straining the Luftwaffe defense.  
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About 20 miles southeast of Foggia stood the town of Cerignola, headquarters for the Fif-
teenth AF’s 304th BW. The 304th consisted of four Liberator-equipped bomb groups. First 
to arrive in Italy was the 455th BG, which shared a dual-runway airstrip at San Giovanni 
with the 454th BG. Stationed at Stornara Airfield was the 456th BG, while the 459th BG 
occupied another base at Giulia. 

The 455th BG’s B-24s made their debut in the skies over San Giovanni on February 1, 1944. 
Approaching bombers held a tight formation as they circled the field, peeling off one by one to 
land. Aided by ground crewmen, lumbering Liberators taxied to their designated revetments 
and shut down. The 455th could now open an important new chapter in its combat chronicle. 

The story of the 455th Bomb Group (Heavy) began nearly 10 months earlier when on July 
8, 1943, it was activated at Clovis Army Air Base, New Mexico. The 455th had no airplanes 
of its own; instead, this headquarters organization provided command, planning, intelligence, 
logistics, and administrative functions for four subordinate flying units. These were designated 
the 740th, 741st, 742nd, and 743rd Bombardment Squadrons. 

Each Bombardment Squadron (BS) was authorized 16 (later reduced to 12) Consolidated 
B-24 Liberators. Throughout the summer and autumn of 1943, U.S. airmen flew countless 
practice missions over the American Southwest as they perfected the deadly business of high-
altitude strategic bombing. Members of the 455th BG honed their skills at installations in 
New Mexico, Florida, and Utah before moving to Langley Field, Virginia, in October 1943 
to ready themselves for deployment. 

Lieutenant Colonel Cool, a veteran airman fresh from a combat tour over Europe and North 

Africa with the Eighth AF’s 93rd BG, became 
the outfit’s first commanding officer. Many 
crew members remembered him as a strict 
taskmaster. Cool’s insistence on tight forma-
tion flying unnerved several newly-minted 
pilots who still had trouble taming the can-
tankerous Liberator. 

The 743rd BS’s Lieutenant John Smidl 
called his bomber “The Beast.” Flying it, 
Smidl recalled, was “an excruciating experi-
ence.” For a novice aviator, he said, “All 
limbs were in motion at one time; left arm 
hauling and twisting, right hand sawing the 
throttle, feet jamming the rudder back and 
forth, mouth spouting curses…and, oh yes, 
the sweat pouring off my forehead and into 
my eyes.” 

Smidl later reflected on his training, espe-
cially the emergency procedures that later 
saved his life over Europe. “The more we flew 
the more humble we became,” he observed. 
About his airplane, Smidl said, “The only 
pride I have is that after a year of struggle I 
finally learned to master the son-of-a-bitch 
and brought it to heel.” 

Just before it departed the States, the 455th 
BG received 64 factory-fresh B-24H Libera-
tors. With a wingspan of 110 feet, overall 
length of 67 feet, and a height of 18 feet, the 
H-model was powered by four Pratt & Whit-
ney R-1830-65 engines, each rated at 1,200 
horsepower. The bomber’s empty weight was 
just over 36,000 pounds, with a maximum 
loaded weight of 65,000 pounds.  

Capable of reaching a top speed of 290 
miles per hour and boasting a service ceiling 
of 28,000 feet, the Liberator had a maximum 
range of 2,100 miles. It could carry 5,000 
pounds of bombs, although this payload was 
often reduced in favor of additional fuel 
needed to reach distant targets.  

Each B-24 was manned by a crew of 10 — 
pilot, copilot, navigator, bombardier, and six 
gunners. For self-defense, the H-model car-
ried 10 .50-caliber machine guns. Electrically-
operated turrets in the nose, top, belly, and 
tail sported two guns each, while a single flex-
ible weapon was mounted in both the right 
and left waist positions. 

Throughout the war, proponents of the 
Boeing Flying Fortress quarreled with the 
Consolidated Liberator’s disciples over which 

WH-Win25 Hell at 21,000.qxp_Layout 1  10/3/24  2:33 PM  Page 65



WINTER 202566

plane was a better bomber. Each had its pros 
and cons. The B-17 was far more resistant to 
battle damage but flew slower than the B-24. 
The Liberator carried more bombs yet 
demanded constant attention in flight, unlike 
the older Fortress. The 455th’s flyers, none 
of whom had any choice in the matter, 
resolved to make do with whatever aircraft 
they were assigned to operate. 

At Langley Field, the men of the 455th BG 
completed final preparations for overseas 
movement. The group then numbered 
approximately 2,260 officers and enlisted sol-
diers, including nearly 1,000 air crewmen. In 
December 1943, the outfit divided into two 
echelons—one designated to fly the organi-
zation’s B-24s into Italy with another detach-
ment set to arrive by troop ship. 

Around this time, Cool’s troops began call-
ing themselves the “Vulgar Vultures.” While 
no one is certain how or where this moniker 
originated, an emblem was designed in coop-
eration with Walt Disney Studios. This patch, 
which depicted a perspiring buzzard clutching 
a demolition bomb, soon adorned the flight 
jacket of many a proud combat crewmember.  

Despite a colossal effort by Army engineers, 
the field at San Giovanni was nowhere near 
ready for combat operations when the 455th 
BG arrived in January 1944. Neither of its 
two parallel 6,000-foot runways could yet 
accept bomber traffic, so the group’s air ech-
elon waited for nearly three weeks at a staging 
base in Algeria until the flight strip was 
declared operational. 

Those who arrived by sea discovered this 
so-called “airfield” was in reality just an olive 
grove. They would sleep in pup tents they 
brought with them, with slit trenches for 
latrines. The only building in sight was an 
ancient residence called “The Castle,” which 
Group HQ appropriated as an administrative 
space and senior officers’ quarters. 

Men who expected to enjoy “sunny Italy” 
were sadly disappointed. Staff Sergeant 
Henry B. Everhart, a tail gunner with the 
743rd BS, said he often endured “a wet pen-
etrating cold with rains that produced a very 
slippery mud that was like ice” during his first 
few months in San Giovanni. 

Even by Army standards, the food was bad. 
The Vulgar Vultures unit history described a 

typical breakfast as “Spam, Vienna sausages, stewed prunes and hash (heated in garbage cans), 
powdered eggs and bread.” Lt. Ernest F. “Bud” Turner of the 742nd BS added, “There was 
no mess hall. Food was prepared and dished out from a food line and you then found a place 
where you could eat your meal. Drums of hot water were provided for washing and rinsing 
your mess kits.”  

Conditions eventually improved, which Everhart was quick to note. He remembered receiv-
ing larger six-man tents, which the troops then “set up between the olive trees.” The group 
also acquired some larger mess tents with picnic-style tables for troops to use at mealtimes. 

Everhart also recalled building “a large common shower…for bathing. It [consisted of] a 
series of 10-gallon barrels sitting on beams overhead. The barrels were heated with wood 
under them. Pipes were connected to the barrels that had a chain you pulled to get a spray of 
hot water.” 

With its B-24Hs in place at San Giovanni, the 455th BG stood ready to perform the duty 
for which it was trained and equipped. Bad weather, however, kept the Vulgar Vultures 
grounded until February 16, when 44 Liberators flew a mission that Cool scrubbed at the last 
minute due to heavy clouds. The group did complete a total of 17 small-scale raids during 
February and March, mainly in support of Allied ground troops at Anzio. 

ABOVE: A B-24 Liberator drops 10 500-pound general purpose bombs on the ball-bearing works in Steyr, 
Austria, on April 2, 1944. Unlike bombers stationed in England, the four full bomb wings of the Fifteenth Air 
Force, based in Italy, could attack targets in southern Germany, Austria, and Eastern Europe. OPPOSITE: 
Flying in close formation to provide mutual defense against marauding German fighters, B-24 Liberator 
bombers of the Fifteenth Air Force drop their bombs on a target in Austria. During the April 2 raid on the 
Steyr ball-bearing factories, mission commander Lt. Col. Kenneth Cool stressed the importance of forma-
tion flying. As a result of Cool’s quick thinking and leadership, the 455th Bombardment Group received a 
Presidential Unit Citation for the mission. 
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The coming of spring promised better weather, especially over the factories and railyards 
of southern Europe. The forecast for Sunday, April 2, prompted officers at Fifteenth AF to 
plan a full-scale raid on several strategic targets they had been unable to strike since February. 
The Austrian city of Steyr, home to several aviation-related industrial facilities, became their 
main objective. Train depots in Yugoslavia also merited attention. 

Twining declared it the Fifteenth’s largest mission to date. A total of 530 B-17 and B-24 
bombers were to participate, 432 of them striking the Daimler-Puch aircraft factory and Wal-
zlagerwerke ball-bearing plant in Steyr. The remaining 98 “heavies” would offer a diversion 
by attacking marshalling yards outside Bihac and Brod, Yugoslavia.  

The plan required split-second timing. As the Flying Fortresses had a slower cruising speed, 
those planes would take off, assemble, and bomb first. The Liberator formations were to 
depart later, arriving over Steyr just after the B-17s departed.  

More than 150 P-47 Thunderbolts and P-38 Lightnings would support the mission. These 
fighters employed a clever system of rendezvous points that ensured the bombers were covered 
throughout their 1,000-mile flight to Austria and back. Additional escorts remained available 
for when contact with the Luftwaffe was most likely—while crossing the Yugoslavian coast 
and during the final bomb run. 

Coordinating instructions came down on April 1 through the Fifteenth AF and 304th BW 
to San Giovanni, where Cool’s operations staff crafted a field order. This document covered 
such details as takeoff time, weather en route, radio frequencies, and the target description. It 
also specified the number and type of bombs carried, as well as the quantity of .50-caliber 
ammunition and aviation fuel to be brought aloft. 

The flight crews participating in Mission No. 18 (as this raid was designated) were awak-
ened before 0400 hours on April 2. Dressing and eating quickly, they next received a briefing 
from the group staff. Senior officers reviewed the field order, taking care to provide updated 

information on sky conditions and likely 
enemy threats. 

Cool presided over the briefing. In his clos-
ing comments, he said the 455th would act 
as lead group for all Liberator units attacking 
Steyr. “This one’s for me,” he said, announc-
ing he would pilot the first ship going out that 
day. This pleased the airmen, who knew that 
whenever “the Old Man” ran things person-
ally their mission normally succeeded.  

Crew members next walked to the equip-
ment tent, where they donned heavy sheep-
skin-lined leather overgarments and para-
chute harnesses. They also drew escape kits 
from the intelligence officer (S2). Bud Turner 
described this survival gear as “a small plastic 
box containing a map of the area where they 
were going, a $5 gold coin, a fishing hook 
and line, a small compass, and a small hack-
saw.” He added, “The kit would be returned 
to the S2 people at the end of the mission.” 

Some flyers put on electrically-heated flight 
suits and boots, but these bright blue outfits 
short-circuited frequently and often burned 
their wearers. Others took to hanging a pair 
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of G.I. issue shoes around their necks in case 
they were shot down. Heavy flak jackets and 
steel helmets were available, but not everyone 
could fit inside the close confines of a B-24 
while clad in this bulky body armor. 

Station time—when all crews needed to be 
on board and ready for action—came at 0648 
hours, just after sunrise. Shortly thereafter, 
Cool started the engines on his aircraft, nick-
named “BESTWEDO” after one of his favorite 
expressions. Takeoff commenced at 0755 
hours, with 35 Liberators of the 455th BG get-
ting airborne. One ship returned early with a 
fuel leak, while the rest began arranging them-
selves into what was termed a “combat box.” 

This formation, which effectively massed 
defensive firepower against enemy intercep-
tors, normally contained 40 planes divided 
into two units of 20 B-24s each. Each unit 
consisted of three squadron boxes. The mis-
sion commander led the center box of six 
bombers, while on either side were seven 
ships each in the left and right combat boxes. 
The second unit flew closely behind the lead 
element while “stacking” itself downward 
slightly. 

Assembling the group took time, but by 
0845 hours the Vulgar Vultures were on their 
way. Behind them trailed 200 more Liberators. 
In Austria, meanwhile, a well-trained reception 
committee prepared to welcome the 455th 
with deadly bursts of flak and aircraft fire. 

The Germans’ first indication of a raid that 
morning came from radio intelligence stations 
listening for Allied transmissions. American 
flight crews exhibited notoriously poor radio 
discipline, which enabled Luftwaffe monitor-
ing posts to learn much about their enemy’s 
composition, route, time of attack, and even 
the objective.  

Radar operators established the raiders’ 
current location, heading, and airspeed as 
they gained altitude over the Adriatic Sea. Fif-
teenth Air Force formations rarely feinted; 
once the bombers’ base course was deter-
mined, Luftwaffe analysts could easily predict 
their destination. The presence of USAAF 
weather planes (usually unarmed reconnais-
sance versions of the P-38) overhead typically 
validated this electronic intelligence data. 

The Reich’s air defenses were centrally 
coordinated by a headquarters element 

known as Jagdkorps I, based in Braunschweig. A number of subordinate fighter division com-
mand posts managed the Luftwaffe’s local response to Allied air raids—for instance, Jagdivi-
sion 7 (headquartered near Munich) was responsible for the defense of south-central Germany 
and Austria. On the morning of April 2, controllers at Jagdivision 7 began alerting single-
engined and twin-engined interceptors of the Reichsluftverteidigung (RLV, or Reich Air 
Defense Force) to prepare for action against a large Austria-bound USAAF raid heading north 
from Italy. 

Several combat-tested interceptor outfits made up the RLV. Flying from Wiesbaden, II 
Gruppe Jagdgeschwader 27 (Second Group, 27th Fighter Wing—abbreviated II./JG27) had 
recently taken up air defense duties after departing North Africa. Its unit designation, “Afrika,” 
reflected JG27’s long service there. Another experienced fighter command, II./JG77 (nicknamed 
“Ace of Hearts”), flew off a grass airstrip at Canino in west-central Italy. 

Both groups operated the Messerschmitt Me-109G-6. This single-engined interceptor was 
armed with two 13mm machine guns mounted above the engine, one 30mm cannon firing 
through the propeller hub, and occasionally two more 20mm or 30mm weapons carried in 
under-wing gondolas. Known as “Gustav” by its pilots, the G-6 represented a good mix of 
firepower and performance. 

Operating from Wilz, Austria, the “Wasps” of II Gruppe Zerstörergeschwader 1 (Destroyer 
Wing One—abbreviated II./ZG1) operated a day-fighter version of the two-engined Messer-

ABOVE: Sergeant Edward Vigil, assistant engineer aboard a bomber during the B-24 raid on Steyr on April 
2, 1944, points to his glove, stuffed into a hole created by a fragment from a German 20mm shell. The 
quick-thinking Vigil used the glove to stop the leaking of hydraulic fluid, allowing the bomber to lower its 
landing gear and safely return to base. OPPOSITE: In this compelling photo, an Me-410 heavy German 
fighter (left) pursues a damaged B-24 Liberator bomber during the return flight of the April 2, 1944, raid 
on the ball-bearing plant in Steyr, Austria. The bomber is believed to have been shot down shortly after this 
photo was taken. The 455th Bombardment Group lost four aircraft on the mission, but through coordination 
between its gunners and their P-47 Thunderbolt and P-38 Lightning escorts, 27 enemy fighters were 
destroyed, 17 were probably destroyed, and 3 were damaged. 
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schmitt Me-110G-2. Slow but heavily armed, the Me-110 could approach enemy bombers 
from the rear and lob 210mm rockets into USAAF formations before closing in with its two 
30mm autocannons. Three or four hits from these powerful guns were normally sufficient to 
destroy a “dicke Auto” (slang term for an Allied heavy bomber—literally, “fat car”). 

All told, the RLV mustered 312 single- and 62 twin-engined interceptors against the Fifteenth 
AF on April 2, 1944. They heavily outnumbered the U.S. escort fleet, and many Luftwaffe 
fighters sortied twice—once as the bombers approached and again during their flight home. 

Another unpleasant surprise awaited the Vulgar Vultures at Steyr. More than 100 antiaircraft 
guns, 88mm and 128mm, all pointing skyward, ringed the city. These large-caliber weapons 
were crewed by the men and women of 24. Flak-Division, a large Luftwaffe command respon-
sible for the defense of upper Austria. 

Meanwhile, the American bombers were making their way north under near-cloudless con-
ditions. Two more 455th BG B-24s aborted the mission with mechanical issues, leaving 32 
planes in the lead combat box as it penetrated Yugoslavia at 1020 hours. Ten minutes later, 
over Novo Mesto, the first German interceptors appeared. 

Major Horace Lanford, flying as Cool’s copilot, recalled what happened when the 455th 
BG came under attack at 1045 hours. “Inbound to the target, we were alerted by the top 
turret gunner that seven Me-109s were overtaking the Group on our right flank. I observed 
seven Me-109s fly up to the head of the column, opposite our aircraft, in single file. [They 
then] turned into the formation flying seven abreast on their firing run.” 

According to Lanford, “I immediately called the fighter escort: ‘Red Dog 1, this is Large 
Cup 23. We are under attack by seven Me-109s and request assistance.’ Red Dog 1 responded: 
‘Wa-l-l (Southern drawl) we’re kinda tied up ourselves right now but we’ll send someone up 
as soon as we can…’ A single P-38 appeared shortly and the Me-109s withdrew.”  

Air attacks on the Vultures grew more intense as they neared Steyr. “The heaviest concentration 
of [enemy] fighters was encountered 15 miles west of Graz,” wrote Group Intelligence Officer 
Major Alvin E. Coons, “and continued the attack until the target area.” Coons identified these 
“bandits” as Messerschmitt Me-109s and Me-110s, as well as several Focke-Wulf Fw-190s. 

“The Me-109s and Fw-190s attacked low and level,” Coons reported, while “twin-engined 
aircraft made attacks from the rear, firing rockets into the formation.” He evaluated the men 

flying these interceptors as “very aggressive” 
and “experienced pilots.” 

Horrified squadron mates looked on help-
lessly as bombers began to die. The first Lib-
erator destroyed was “DOUBLE TROU-
BLE,” a 742nd BS ship crewed this morning 
by 2nd Lieutenant John H. Powers Jr.’s 740th 
BS crew. While under attack by enemy fight-
ers, the B-24 broke formation at 1100 hours 
with its left wing and No. 3 engine engulfed 
by fire. Five crewmembers bailed out to 
become prisoners of war. The other five air-
men were killed. 

At 1115 hours, 1st Lieutenant Willis J. Par-
doe’s “SHOO SHOO BABY” turned for 
home with its No. 4 engine shot to pieces. 
Unprotected, the 742nd BS Liberator endured 
incessant air attacks for over 30 minutes. 
After his gunners expended their .50-caliber 
ammunition, Pardoe ordered the crew to 
jump. Five men were taken prisoner, but the 
rest evaded capture with the help of Yugosla-
vian partisans. One month later, these lucky 
flyers returned to San Giovanni. 

Another B-24, “GREMLIN’S GRIPE” 
(commanded by 1st Lieutenant Clyde P. 
Brunson of the 743rd BS), dropped behind 
the formation at 1130 hours. Flight Officer 
Richard J. Haney, flying on Brunson’s wing, 
witnessed this bomber making “a slow 
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descending turn to the right with [its] left 
wing, engine and left rudder on fire. Two men 
were seen bailing out and one chute opened. 
I then saw the ship blow up.” 

It was learned later that eight crew members 
managed to escape, but all were made pris-
oner. German records credit Luftwaffe ace 
Captain Hans Remmer of JG27 with downing 
Brunson’s Liberator, his 27th and final kill. 
Remmer perished later that day in an 
encounter with P-38 Lightning escort fighters. 

As the Vulgar Vultures approached Steyr, 
the sky around them erupted in a man-made 
cloud of lethal flak. A tail gunner with the 
740th BS, Staff Sergeant Don Kaplanek, spoke 
for thousands of aircrewmen flying on April 2 
when he described this barrage as so thick 
“you could just get out and walk on it.” 
Although no 455th BG B-24s were lost to anti-
aircraft fire, three ships were damaged severely 
while four more required minor repairs. 

In the nose of Cool’s plane, Group Bom-
bardier Horner forced himself to ignore the 
bursting flak, attacking interceptors, and 
falling Liberators. Horner had a difficult task. 
He first needed to identify his target, then place 
it in the crosshairs of his Norden bombsight 
so that device could calculate a release point 
for the 10 500-pound bombs carried on board. 

When clouds and a flight of misoriented B-
17s made Horner call, “No Drop!” his mis-
sion commander coolly diverted the forma-
tion to the alternate objective. Lining up on 
the nearby Walzlagerwerke ball-bearing fac-
tory, Horner salvoed at 1140 hours the first 
of nearly 2,300 demolition bombs to fall on 
this key industrial facility. 

“Many direct hits were scored on the [fac-
tory’s] machine shops,” a Fifteenth AF report 
boasted, “and a large explosion occurred, 
covering the plant with dense smoke.” In his 
post-mission analysis, Group Intelligence 
Officer Major Coons declared, “The assem-
bly, testing, packing and ball and roller bear-
ing [building] was very heavily damaged. Of 
the total area of 116,000 square feet, only 
43,000 square feet remained and that suffered 
internal damage.” 

The Luftwaffe, however, was not done 
with Cool’s formation. At 1145 hours, gun-
fire from enemy interceptors caused 1st Lieu-
tenant Roy R. Cheeseman’s 743rd BS ship 

ABOVE: Wounded in action during the raid on the ball-bearing factory at Steyr, Austria, a crewman of a 97th 
Bomb Group B-24 Liberator is helped to a first aid tent upon returning from the bombing mission and the 
running air battle that took place concurrently. BELOW: After the Steyr raid, a wounded crewman is gin-
gerly removed from his damaged B-17 Flying Fortress bomber to be placed on a stretcher and taken to a 
waiting ambulance. The costly Steyr raid was indicative of the maximum effort Allied bomber crews put 
forth against enemy targets. OPPOSITE: On April 3, 1944, the day after the Steyr raid, two B-24 Liberators 
of the 456th Bomb Group turn for home after attacking railroad marshalling yards in Budapest, Hungary. 
Allied Fifteenth Air Force bombers based in Italy conducted many raids against Axis targets in southern 
Germany, Italy, and other locations in Eastern Europe.
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“TALLAHASSEE LASSEE” to fall out of position. Witnesses observed flame enveloping the 
plane’s bomb bay and waist position as it passed from view. Four flyers made it out of the 
stricken Liberator; they were quickly captured while the remains of those six individuals 
unable to escape were found later by German patrols. 

Bomber crews now making their exit from the hellscape over Steyr were relieved to spot 
several approaching P-38s that swatted away the Luftwaffe’s most persistent interceptors. 
Most airmen described their flight home as a relatively routine one. Yet for 1st Lieutenant 
William A. Arnold and his 743rd BS ship “TURBO-CULOSIS,” quite the opposite was true. 

While about 20 minutes from its objective, Arnold’s B-24 was attacked by marauding Me-
109s. “A fighter came within about 50 yards of us,” Arnold recalled, “and Pete (Technical 
Sergeant Roland R. Keith) in the top turret with his twin .50s sent him down on fire.” 

Arnold’s account continued: “Then we were hit!! TURBO-CULOSIS shuddered and lost 
airspeed. No. 4 engine was on fire and No. 2 engine was damaged. We were unable to keep 
up with the Group and it was rapidly pulling away from us. The life expectancy of our aircraft 
in this situation could probably be measured in seconds.” 

Bill Arnold’s co-pilot, 2nd Lieutenant Richard “Dusty” Dunscomb, extinguished the engine 
fire but then a new crisis revealed itself. The plane, now gradually losing altitude, needed to 
lose weight if it was to make it over the Alps. First, the bomb load was jettisoned. Then out 
went waist guns and flak suits, even one flyer’s parachute. Six and a half hours after it took 
off, TURBO-CULOSIS completed a “more or less normal landing” at San Giovanni. Some of 
her crew, Arnold wryly observed, “were seen to kiss the ground” afterward. 

At a cost of four Liberators and 40 crewmen, the Vulgar Vultures delivered a powerful 
blow to the Reich’s industrial capacity. Additionally, the outfit’s aerial gunners received credit 
for 27 enemy interceptors destroyed and another 17 planes listed as probably killed. 

Victory claims on both sides were often greatly inflated. The RLV admitted to losing seven 
planes (all Me-109s) on April 2, a figure far lower than what the USAAF said it downed. 
Likewise, German interceptors claimed credit for 16 B-17s, 34 B-24s, four P-38s, and one P-
47 that day. The Fifteenth AF’s actual losses were eight Fortresses and 20 Liberators, with no 
escort fighters reported as missing. 

There was little rest for the 455th following its ordeal over Austria. An order presently came 

down detailing 28 B-24s to bomb railyards 
in Budapest, Hungary, with takeoff set for 
early the next morning. Hardworking 
mechanics, armorers, and fuel personnel—the 
unsung heroes of the Fifteenth AF—labored 
all night to prepare their planes for the 
group’s 19th mission. 

For their lead role in the destruction of a 
strategic manufacturing facility at Steyr on 
April 2, 1944, the Vulgar Vultures received 
the first of two Distinguished Unit Citations 
they would earn during the war. During their 
15 months of service in Italy, these airmen 
flew 252 combat sorties and delivered 14,702 
tons of bombs. Balanced against this record 
of success were 118 aircraft lost to enemy fire 
or accident, as well as 147 crewmembers 
killed in action, 268 listed as missing, and 179 
made prisoner. 

The 455th BG was but one of many Amer-
ican bomber groups to serve in combat from 
1941-1945. As did every USAAF flying unit, 
the Vulgar Vultures regularly performed 
extraordinary feats of valor and daring in a 
harsh, unforgiving environment. Their 
courage, skill, and sacrifice helped win 
World War II.  

 
Patrick J. Chaisson is a retired military officer 
and historian based in Scotia, New York.
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BY JAMES BILDER

Assisted by a Japanese POW (left), 
Japanese soldiers emerge from a 
cave to surrender to American 
troops on April 5, 1945, a full 10 days 
after the island had been declared 
secure. After the U.S. Marines fought 
a bitter battle to take Iwo Jima, the 
147th Regiment of the U.S. Army was 
tasked with rooting out some 3,000 
diehard Japanese troops that had 
continued to resist.

All: U.S. National Archives and Records Administration

A fter 36 days of ferocious combat, the 
island of Iwo Jima was declared 
“secure” by departing U.S. Marines 

on March 26, 1945.  
In fact, an estimated 3,000 Japanese 

troops who refused to surrender were holed 
up in a subterranean network on the island 
and it would be the job of the U.S. Army’s 
147th Infantry Regiment to root them out.  

To nearly any follower of U.S. military 
history the image of an American soldier, 
flashlight and sidearm in hand, seeking out 
an enemy deep below the surface of Asian 
soil conjures the famous “tunnel rats” of 
the Vietnam War. But more than two 
decades before Vietnam, there were the 
“Cave Men” of Iwo Jima, as the 147th 
Infantry Regiment took to calling them-
selves. And they would soon find that there 
was very little about the island that would 
truly be as it appeared.  

Iwo Jima was, and remains, covered in 
black volcanic sand and considerable mys-
tery. Though one thing that is crystal clear 
about the island is the incredible perfor-
mance of the U.S. Marines who fought 
there—the capture of Iwo Jima was the pin-
nacle of achievement and produced the 
iconic image of the Corps with the flag rais-

 The Army  
‘CAVE MEN’  
 of Iwo Jima 
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The soldiers of the 147th Infantry Regiment  
were tasked with rooting diehard Japanese  

defenders from caves and tunnels long after  
the island was declared secure.
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ing on Mount Suribachi. Of the 83 Medals 
of Honor awarded to U.S. Marines in World 
War II, 22 of them were for actions on Iwo 
Jima. The simple mention of “Iwo” 
deservedly sends an almost electrical sense of 
pride through the heart of every Leatherneck. 
Joe Rosenthal’s photo depicting the raising 
of the large American flag on the summit of 
Suribachi has  become not only the public’s 
primary symbol for the Marine Corps, but a 
symbol of the U.S. victory in World War II 
on both sides of the globe.  

Some 6,800 Marines were killed and 
roughly three times that number wounded 
on Iwo Jima. The 26,000 casualties make it 
the only battle during the war in which the 
Marines suffered more than the Japanese. 
The proportionate losses of Marines at Iwo 
are greater than those suffered by the Amer-
icans at Normandy on D-Day. Adm. Chester 
Nimitz, commander of U.S. forces in the 
Central Pacific, said that at Iwo Jima, 
“Uncommon valor was a common virtue.”  

Truer words have rarely been spoken, but 
few realize that some U.S. Army infantrymen 

were among the Americans who served on Iwo Jima and that Nimitz’s words apply to their 
battle performance as well. In order to learn a greater comprehensive history of the battle 
for Iwo Jima and the Army regiment that fought there, one has to look not only back but 
below, well below, the surface that covers and conceals that historic island. Japanese Gen. 
Tadamichi Kuribayashi, commanding the defenders of Iwo Jima, had his men dig a vast 
series of catacombs and tunnels that ran underneath both the north and south sides of the 
island. The labyrinth contained over 1,500 rooms and provided seemingly endless spaces for 
diehard Japanese soldiers to hide.  

It was estimated by General Harry Schmidt, commander of Marines’ V Amphibious Corps, 
that there were probably some 100 to 300 surviving Japanese soldiers underground ready to 
continue to resist in the spring of 1945. In reality, it was closer to 10 times that estimate. 
However, the Americans believed that a single Army regiment could easily garrison Iwo Jima 
and eliminate a few hundred beaten and half-dead enemy troops who had scurried under-
ground to lick what could only be regarded as fatal wounds.  

Yes, this would only be a “mop up” of what little the Marines had left behind as they were 
withdrawn from Iwo to recuperate and prepare for their next hellish invasion on the way to 
Japan. Who better to clean up after the Marines than the Army’s 147th Regiment? Contrary 
to popular thought, American soldiers of the Marines and Army fought together in many 
Pacific battles, frequently as a composite unit. The use of what was referred to during the 
war as a “CAM” (Composite Army-Marine) unit was not a concept new to the Pacific theater 
or even to World War II. Army and Marine infantry had first fought alongside each other 
during the American Revolution at the Battle of Princeton on January 3, 1777. They would 
fight side by side on many occasions during the Pacific War. 

Iwo Jima became a CAM operation even if few historians know or care enough to note it. 
The soldiers of the Army’s 147th Regiment have been dubbed “The Gypsies of the Pacific” 
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by Tom McLeod, who authored the regiment’s unofficial history Always Ready—The Story 
of the United States 147th Infantry Regiment and is the curator of the Museum of the Pacific 
in Texas. McLeod’s father was Capt. Prentiss R. McLeod, who served in the 147th’s ranks 
during the war. Originally attached to the Army’s 37th Infantry “Buckeye” Division of the 
Ohio National Guard, most of its men were from Cincinnati and southwest Ohio. The 37th 
Division arrived in Fiji in April 1942 to garrison and defend the surrounding islands. In early 
1942, the Army wanted to “triangularize” its infantry divisions, cutting them down from 
the four-regiment composition of World War I to three regiments each for the new conflict. 
As a result, the 129th, 145th, and 148th Infantry Regiments were to remain together as the 
newly reorganized 37th Infantry Division. 

The reorganization left the 147th Regiment officially “orphaned.” But the Army quickly 
rectified this by sending the unit to Guadalcanal, where infantry was desperately needed. 
The Marines had first landed on Guadalcanal on August 7, 1942. Adm. William F. “Bull” 
Halsey, commanding U.S. forces in the Guadalcanal offensive, ordered the 147th Regiment 
to the island on October 20, 1942. When the Japanese finally evacuated the island in February 
1943, the unit stayed to mop up straggling enemy soldiers. 

BELOW: Following a blast by a flamethrower (opposite page), one of the 147th Infantry Regiment’s “Cave 
Men”prepares to throw a hand grenade into the cave mouth to silence Japanese resistance. OPPOSITE: A 
soldier of the 147th Infantry Regiment looses a stream of fire from his flamethrower while attempting to 
root out or kill Japanese soldiers who refuse to surrender on Iwo Jima. Hundreds of Japanese continued to 
fight after the island was declared secure in 1945. 

It was first on “secured” Guadalcanal 
where infantrymen, specifically Army sol-
diers, received a baptism by fire in the fine 
art of extracting diehard Japanese defenders 
from caves and tunnels without getting 
themselves killed in the process. It was sol-
diers of the 147th Regiment who were 
among the first to employ the tactics of 
“blowtorch” and “corkscrew” to kill the 
enemy troops underground. 

Orders came down on July 31, 1943, per-
manently detaching the 147th Regiment 
from the 37th Division. Between May 1943 
and March 1945, the 147th garrisoned var-
ious islands including Samoa, New Caledo-
nia, Emirau, and then back to New Caledo-
nia again. While garrisoning Emirau, the 
147th Regiment’s commander, Col. William 
B. Tuttle, Jr., insisted on a daily training reg-
imen that sharpened skills on two-man 
flamethrower (“blowtorch”) teams as well 
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as three-man BAR/satchel charge teams 
(“Corkscrew”) to perfect tactics in neutral-
izing enemy strongpoints and hiding places. 
Tuttle’s troops, even cooks and clerks, were 
required to become proficient in various 
Japanese weapons as well.  

As December 1944 approached, the unit’s 
new commander, Colonel Robert F Johnson, 
informed his regiment, “We’re going right up 
into Tojo’s front yard.” The location was still 
classified, but when Johnson added to his 
remarks, “every man must know this and 
every man must be prepared,” there could 
be no doubt that this would be another 
Pacific perdition. 

Mandated troop rotations in the Pacific the-
ater had reduced the number of highly trained 
and combat experienced troops in the 147th 
by about 50 percent. Johnson had to essen-
tially start from scratch as he ordered crash 
courses in such things as amphibious landings, 
jungle warfare, and marksmanship. The 
147th began to load transports on February 
24, 1945, and sailed eight days later for Eni-
wetok Atoll in the Marshall Islands. Eniwetok 
had been taken a year earlier by the Marines 
and was now the staging area for the Iwo Jima 
invasion forces. The 147th had been given the 
code name of Task Unit 11.1.2. It consisted 
of three battalions of infantry (approximately 
3,000 men), an anti-tank company, a cannon 
company, and headquarters troops. The 
147th arrived at Eniwetok on March 14 and 
was told that the regiment would remain there 
until month’s end when it would begin its gar-
rison duties on Iwo. 

The reprieve was extremely short lived as 
that same day Colonel Johnson received 
orders which read, “Request Task Unit 11.1.2 
carrying 147th Inf. be directed proceed to Iwo 
Jima earliest practicable date.” The men of 
the 147th were leaving their staging area mere 
hours after their arrival. They were to be 
attached to the 3rd Marine Division. By this 
time, every man knew where they were going, 
what was happening there, and just how dan-
gerous and desperate the situation must be. 
The regiment arrived off the coast of Iwo Jima 
on March 20 at around 1:30 in the afternoon. 
The soldiers could see as well as smell the 
smoldering and battered island.  

Two years earlier at Guadalcanal, the 

147th had fought alongside Marines and the regiment had later garrisoned with them on 
Emirau. It was thought that few organizations could be as well suited as the 147th Regiment 
to follow the Marines in at Iwo Jima. The regiment disembarked at “Purple Beach” at dawn 
on March 21, 1945. The sounds of battle were still very much in the air as the north end of 
the island had not yet been fully secured. The men were assembled near Airfield No. 2.  

Initially, the 147th was to watch the coastline and then assume garrison duties on Iwo 
eliminating any pockets of resistance and nabbing any enemy stragglers. Those orders were 
changed after they arrived off the island’s coast. Their new mission would be to effectively 
join the battle by performing “a relief in place” of elements of the 3rd Marines.  

On March 30th, a patrol from the 1st Battalion killed two Japanese sentries at a cave 
entrance. When the Americans cautiously entered the cave, they discovered a vegetable gar-
den, chickens, a couple of cows, American medical supplies, weapons, and ammunition. The 
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enemy could steal just as effectively as they could fight.  
In order to truly “secure” Iwo, Colonel Johnson decided on the tactical use of combat 

patrols to engage the enemy, carefully planned ambushes which consisted of skillfully pre-
sighted kill zones, and “cave cleanings” conducted by men who would later dub themselves 
“cave men” consisting of soldiers who would go into the enemy’s caves and tunnels and 
fight it out with them.  

James McGuire of Bravo Company remembered that the cave clearing teams “were 
equipped with guts, flashlights, and pistols.” James Ahern, a platoon leader in Fox Company, 
described how courageous and clever the Japanese were in defending their underground sys-

tem. Openings were often defended by 
marksmen who could pick off soldiers and 
Marines at a distance. If someone got close 
enough to throw a grenade, the enemy often 
had another man “playing outfield” who 
was prepared to catch the grenade and throw 
it back. McGuire was twice wounded on the 
same occasion by this tactic when attacking 
a cave. He first threw in a phosphorous 
grenade only to have it fly back at him. He 
followed up with a fragmentation grenade 
only to have the same thing occur. He then 
called up a flamethrower and finally neutral-
ized the cave.  

American soldiers equipped with flame-
throwers sometimes caused the Japanese to 
shelter in place in a tunnel or cave, requiring 
another team to advance on the enemy posi-
tions and drop hand grenades or satchel 
charges into the openings to kill outright, or 
entomb (corkscrew) the enemy inside. These 
brutal tactics were often a last resort.  

Corporal Edward Mervich of the 147th 
Regiment wrote, “Our superiors told us that 
the enemy was more valuable alive because 
they could write letters home to their families 
and tell them how good we were treating 
them. The plan was to convince the Japanese 
not to resist the invasion of their homeland.”  

Technical Sergeant Terry Takeshi Doi, a 
Nisei (Japanese-American) soldier who was 
often assisted by Japanese POWs in his work, 
coaxed many Japanese holdouts into surren-
dering. Sergeant Doi regularly entered caves 
and once even approached a pillbox with his 
shirt removed to show that he was unarmed 
in an effort to talk to Japanese troops in their 
native tongue and urge them to follow him 
to safety. His cumulative efforts convinced 
many enemy troops to surrender, and he was 
later awarded the Silver Star for valor.  

Food and water, or at least items made to 
look like supplies, were often used to bait traps 
for the nocturnal foraging parties consisting 
of four or five Japanese soldiers. The items 
were sometimes booby trapped or surrounded 
by trip wires. Once the waiting Americans 
were alerted to the presence of enemy troops, 
a ring of deadly fire would zero in on the pre-
sighted area, and any Japanese soldiers caught 
inside were quickly cut to pieces. Japanese 
radioman Tsuruji Akikusa (from a naval air 

ABOVE: The skeletal remains of Japanese soldiers discovered long after the end of fighting on Iwo Jima 
attests to the fanatical resolution of the enemy. Some Japanese troops resisted for months after U.S. 
forces had captured the island. OPPOSITE: Moments after a bazooka team fired a round into the entrance, 
“Cave Men” place small-arms fire on a Japanese-held cave and sniper holes nearby with a Browning Auto-
matic Rifle and Thompson submachine gun. With rugged combat such as this to subdue enemy soldiers, the 
U.S. Army’s 147th Infantry Regiment wrote the last chapter of the U.S. capture of Iwo Jima.
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group) was once a part of such a foraging 
party when he became separated from his 
comrades. He stumbled onto a cache of Amer-
ican weapons and ammunition but was more 
interested in finding food and water. When he 
opened a case of Coca-Cola (something he 
had never encountered before), he nearly 
drank himself sick, commenting, “The sweet, 
carbonated beverage was the most delicious 
thing I have ever tasted in my life.”  

Isolated pockets of Japanese soldiers began 
to compete amongst themselves for foraged 
supplies and even resorted to killing each 
other for food and water. Japanese Ensign 
Satoru Omagari witnessed many such acts 
and said later, “My experiences changed me 
fundamentally. I lost faith in humanity…I 
encountered no glory on Iwo Jima.”  

On April 4, 1945, the 9th Marines left Iwo 
Jima and responsibility for the entire island 
fell to the 147th. The official figures as of 

March 31 reported that the 147th had killed 387 Japanese and captured 17. Their own losses 
were eight dead and 53 wounded. 

In early April, the Japanese mustered a task force of approximately 200 men who came 
from underground near an area called East Boat Basin about halfway up the southeast coast 
of the island. They attacked a command post there, and the ensuing firefight lasted all night. 
The attack resulted in an explosion of 6,000 cases of dynamite, causing a blast that literally 
rocked the entire island. There were no Japanese attackers alive by morning. On April 11, 
Capt. James Kolb of Able Company was leading a squad-sized patrol on the east side of Iwo 
Jima to set up an ambush when they spotted two Japanese soldiers coming up from a hole 
near the area where Kolb had planned his ambush site. Kolb’s men opened fire and killed 
one of the enemy while wounding the other. The wounded Japanese soldier made it back 
into the hole and returned to his comrades. He was one of 72 men of the 2nd Mixed Brigade, 
which had a hospital 100 feet below ground.  

Kolb summoned his Nisei interpreter, Sergeant Ritsuevo Tanaka, who spoke to the Japan-
ese commander, Maj. Masaru Inoaka, a senior medical officer, and informed him that their 
only alternatives were surrender or a gruesome death that combined fire with being buried 
alive. In a move highly unusual for Japanese soldiers during World War II, Inoaka put the 
matter to his men for a vote. The vote was 69 to 3 in favor of surrender. Corporal Kyutaro 
Kojima, one of the three “nay” votes, immediately killed himself while the others were helped 
to the surface and into American captivity. Kolb had just bagged the largest number of enemy 
POWs taken at any time during the battle for Iwo Jima. The 147th’s figures for April alone 
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showed 963 Japanese killed and 664 captured. The patrols, ambushes, and cave cleanings 
were taking their toll. During the days that followed, the Japanese became more willing to 
surrender. By the end of May 1945, the official month’s count for the 147th Regiment was 
252 enemy killed and 186 captured.  

Lieutenant James Ahern of Fox Company was leading a patrol on June 4 in the northeast 
quadrant of Iwo Jima when he and his men discovered what appeared to be General Kurib-
ayashi’s underground headquarters. There were still Japanese troops inside who refused calls 
to surrender, so Lt. Joseph “Pappy” Lenoir of the Ammunition and Pioneer Platoon was 
called forward. Lenoir literally had hundreds of gallons of gasoline pumped into the cave 
and then ordered it ignited. The resulting blast was enhanced by whatever ammunition the 
Japanese had inside the cave. There were 54 enemy troops who somehow amazingly managed 
to survive and promptly surrendered. The cave was thoroughly searched, but Kuribayashi’s 
remains were not found there. Again, Americans found the tunnels exceedingly well equipped 
with military supplies of all kinds. Even so, things were winding down by the end of June. 
The figures for that month were 17 Japanese killed and 6 captured.  

There is no way of knowing how many Japanese were sealed, atomized, or burned to death 
inside the caves and tunnels of Iwo Jima, but the total figures for enemy casualties inflicted 
by the 147th Regiment from March 21 to June 30 include 1,602 killed and 867 captured. 
In contrast, the 147th had lost15 dead and 144 wounded.  

Most of the Japanese captured by the 147th Regiment on Iwo Jima ended up at the POW 
Camp at Fort Eustis, Virginia, before being repatriated to Japan at the end of the war.  
The last Japanese holdouts on Iwo Jima turned out to be machine gunners Matsudo Linsoki 

and Yamakage Kufuku, who surrendered  
on January 6, 1949, to U.S. Air Force per-
sonnel of the 6000th Support Wing sta-
tioned on Iwo Jima (a satellite of Tachikawa 
Air Base, Japan).  

The 1st Battalion of the 147th Regiment 
was withdrawn from Iwo Jima at the end of 
June, 1945, and sent to the island of Tinian 
in the Marianas to help provide security for 
the Boeing B-29 Superfortress bombers that 
were soon to drop the atomic bombs on 
Japan. The personnel of the 147th’s cannon 
and anti-tank companies were converted into 
infantry to help with the final mopping up 
on Iwo Jima.  

On May 5, a force of 111 men from Char-
lie Company and 39 from Bravo Company 
left Iwo Jima to scout the island of Minami 
some 35 miles to the southeast. It was a vol-
canic rock of just one and one-half square 
miles that had nothing on it but a wrecked 
Japanese plane and a single Korean laborer 
who was immediately taken prisoner. That 
day, on the southeast end of Minami, the 
Army had a flag raising of its own. 

Six days after the formal Japanese surrender 
that ended World War II, the 147th Regiment 
was sent to Okinawa, performing occupation 
duty there until December 8, 1945, when it 
was sent back to the States. The regiment was 
deactivated on Christmas Day.  

In a commendation letter, Lieutenant Gen-
eral Robert C. Richardson, commander of  
U.S. Army Forces, Pacific Ocean Area, 
wrote, “(The) members of the 147th Infantry 
Regiment, whose mission was the destruc-
tion of the Japanese forces remaining on Iwo 
Jima after organized resistance had ended, 
displayed consistent courage and combat 
ingenuity in dealing with an enemy deter-
mined upon a course of fanatical resistance. 
Despite conditions of terrain and placement 
favorable to the Japanese, morale remained 
at a high level and few casualties were sus-
tained. The military proficiency and devotion 
to duty constantly managed by the regiment 
were in great measure responsible for the 
final security of a vital advance base.” 

 
Author James Bilder resides in Illinois and 
has written numerous books and articles on 
World War II historical topics.

ABOVE: American soldiers share cigarettes with Japanese POWs on Iwo Jima. The “Cave Men” of the U.S. 
Army’s 147th Infantry Regiment completed the hazardous task of killing or capturing diehard Japanese sol-
diers hiding underground on the island after it was declared secure. OPPOSITE: U.S. Army Air Forces Boeing 
B-29 Superfortress heavy bombers are shown on one of Iwo Jima’s three airfields. American bombers dam-
aged during raids on the Japanese home islands frequently landed at Iwo Jima, even as the fighting contin-
ued to rout out stubborn Japanese defenders in the island’s extensive system of caves and tunnels.
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The tiny island of Malta and its resilient people proved a thorn in 
the side of the Axis during pivotal operations in the Mediterranean 
and North Africa. BY MARTIN J. DOUGHERTY

MALTA: Bastion in 
the Mediterranean 

Following an extensive modernization, the battleship HMS Warspite sails past the battlecruiser HMS Hood at 
Grand Harbor, Valletta, Malta, in 1938. The tiny Mediterranean island became a bastion of British resistance to 
the Nazis during World War II as aircraft and submarines attacked German supply convoys bound for North 
Africa. However, the Maltese endured heavy bombing and reached the brink of starvation in the process.

Imperial War Museum
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More or less in the center of the Mediterranean Sea, Malta 
became one of the most strategic locations in all of World 
War II. As a powerful threat to Axis operations in the 

Mediterranean, it was under near-constant attack from 1940-1942, 
before the Allies could break the siege from sea and air.  

Yet in and of itself, Malta was merely a small group of islands close 
to Italy, of no great value to the Axis as a base and with no industrial 
contribution to make. It was only when Italy’s Benito Mussolini 
launched his North African campaign that Malta became  so critical 
as a platform for Allied operations that Prime Minister Winston 
Churchill reportedly said that if Malta fell, he would strive for the 
best possible terms of surrender.  

The Allied position in the early months of the war was complex. 
The German invasion of Norway in April 1940 was followed by an 

advance into Belgium and France in May, presenting a clear and 
immediate threat to the British Isles. Already lagging behind in the 
race to rearm, Britain needed to look to her home defense—yet at the 
same time she had a worldwide empire to defend. 

Egypt was critical to the Allied war effort and potentially to that of 
the Axis. Control of the Suez Canal was vital to a maritime strategy 
which called for warships to be transferred to the Pacific if war with 
Japan broke out and to the movement of supplies and troops from 
India and other parts of the Empire. If the Suez Canal could not be 
used, Allied shipping would be forced to make the longer voyage 
around the Cape of Good Hope, tying up more merchant tonnage for 
longer at a time when losses from Nazi U-boats were mounting. 

Air power based in Italy, and the threat of attack by the Italian 
navy, made the Mediterranean extremely hazardous for Allied ship-
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ping. The threat was sufficient to require 
heavily defended convoys. However, while 
control of the sea was disputed these air and 
naval assets were tied down. The loss of 
Malta would reduce the Allies’ ability to chal-
lenge Italian control of the Mediterranean, 
while if Egypt fell, all the assets tied up in the 
contest would be freed for use elsewhere. 

Control of Egypt also potentially granted 
access to the oil fields of Iraq, which were 
coveted by the Axis powers. With their assis-
tance, a coup in 1941 temporarily created a 
pro-Axis state which was ultimately defeated 
by minor Allied forces based there. The loss 
of Egypt would have permitted Axis inter-
vention and more than likely made the situ-
ation permanent. At the same time, Axis pos-
session of Egypt would have threatened 
Allied oil supplies from the Middle East. 
Malta was key for the defense of Egypt, 
though not always directly. 

Unified into a country in 1861, Italy came 
late to the colonial scramble but managed to 
obtain holdings in North Africa. Expanding 
these and gaining new territories was a dri-
ving factor for Mussolini. He began in 1935 
with an invasion of Ethiopia, and in 1939 
Italy launched a campaign against Albania. 
This was rapidly successful, giving Italy con-
trol over the entrance to Aegean Sea. 

Italy entered World War II in June 1940, and 
began making preparations for a campaign 
into North Africa. Understrength and lacking 
some equipment, Allied forces in Egypt had to 
contend with the possibility of attack from two 
directions. A direct advance into Egypt was 

possible from Libya and forces positioned in the Italian colonies in Somaliland, Eritrea and 
Ethiopia threatened British Somaliland. 

In early August 1940, Italian and local troops seized British Somaliland. Though it was a 
blow to British prestige, the defenders were evacuated by sea and made available elsewhere. 
Indeed, it can be argued that the loss of British Somaliland improved the strategic position 
for the Allies by doing away with the need to defend a low-value area.  

Success in British Somaliland also freed up Italian forces for a possible push through French 
Somaliland and into Egypt, and while this threat never materialized, Allied commanders had 
to account for the possibility. In the meantime, Italian forces in Libya launched their offensive 
in September. After managing to advance as far as Sidi Barrani, a pause was necessary to 
build up supplies for a renewed attack. As the Italians dug in, the British planned an attack. 

The Allied counteroffensive began in December. Italian resistance collapsed in the face of 

ABOVE: Royal Air Force Gloster Sea Gladiator N5525 of Hal Far Flight Malta. When the sustained German and 
Italian air bombardment of Malta began, the defenders had only a few Gladiators and Fairey Albacore torpedo 
bombers on the island, neither well suited to fight off Axis bombers or take on Luftwaffe Messerschmitt Me-
109 fighters in the air. TOP: A mule-drawn cart delivers supplies to the ground crew preparing a Fairey Alba-
core torpedo bomber for action on the island of Malta. Fuel was constantly in short supply, and such methods 
of delivery helped to stretch available resources for critical uses. This photo was taken in 1942.

Imperial War Museum
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armored assaults and flanking movements. The Italian armored force was largely equipped 
with tankettes, which had proven effective in the Spanish Civil War and subsequent minor 
conflicts. But they were no match for real tanks and the Italian army was soon in full retreat. 

British propaganda made much of the Italian collapse, creating a lasting impression that 
Italian troops lacked courage. This was not the case, though they were unenthusiastic about 
the war they had been sent to fight. Overmatched in equipment, particularly armored vehicles, 
and dangling at the end of a long supply line, the Italian force was impressive on paper but 
unprepared for the conflict in which it found itself engaged.  

Thus began a long retreat over the narrow coastal strip of North Africa. With the terrain 

inland unsuited to vehicles, the coast route 
was the only viable avenue of advance or 
retreat. The North African campaign would 
see Allied troops harry their enemies one way 
then be forced back along the same route—
back and forth until the tide finally turned. 
For now, however, the pursuit broke the Ital-
ian force. By early February, the Allies had 
defeated their opponents at El Agheila and 
taken well over 100,000 prisoners. 

Malta’s value as a base for air and mar-
itime forces was readily apparent. If the con-
voy route could be kept open, Malta offered 
the chance to provide air cover; if not, then 
its aircraft could assist in the struggle for con-
trol of the Mediterranean. At this point in 
the conflict the capabilities of aircraft against 
major warships were not fully appreciated, 
but the sinking of the German light cruiser 
Konigsburg in April 1940 might have sug-
gested the role air power was to play.  

Malta was ideally placed to support such 
operations against the Italian fleet, but there 
were grave doubts as to whether the island 
could be held against attack. In the 1930s, 
British military thinkers decided that Malta 
was highly vulnerable in any future war and 
relocated the Mediterranean Fleet to Alexan-
dria, in Egypt. Little effort was made to pre-
pare the island for defense, as this was 
deemed a waste of resources. This position 
was revised in July 1939, with a decision to 
send additional antiaircraft weapons.  

Despite being lauded as an “unsinkable 
aircraft carrier,” Malta was a low priority 
for aircraft assignments. Only a handful of 
fighters were based there at the outbreak of 
war, with a few others awaiting assembly. 
The aircraft were Gloucester Sea Gladiators, 
a navalised variant of the Gladiator fighter 
which was introduced in 1937—the same 
year the Luftwaffe received the rather more 
impressive Messerschmitt Bf-109. 

Although it had a glazed cockpit and some 
modern features, the Gladiator belonged to 
an earlier era. Built of wood and canvas, 
Gladiators often caught fire and their arma-
ment of four .303-caliber machine guns was 
adequate, at best. Its only advantage was 
maneuverability. The exact number of air-
craft available at any given time is difficult to 
determine, as some were cannibalized for 

ABOVE: Many of the Axis air sorties flown against Malta originated from airfields on the island of Sicily. In 
this photo, crewmen service a Messerschmitt Me-109 fighter belonging to Jagdgeschwader 27 (JG 27), a 
Luftwaffe fighter wing based in Sicily. TOP: The damage from continual Axis air bombardment is evident in 
this image of Kingsway, now known as Republic Street, on the island of Malta. The city of Valletta was dev-
astated in the spring of 1942, and this photo was taken during that terrible April. 

Imperial War Museum
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spare parts and others repaired, while replace-
ments were put together from those in stor-
age. There is a popular belief that at one point 
there were just three or four airworthy Glad-
iators. In reality, the number was probably 
greater than that—but not much. 

In addition to land-based air defenses and a 
handful of obsolete fighters, Malta was pro-
tected by two gunboats and the Erebus-class 
monitor HMS Terror. Commissioned in 1916, 
HMS Terror mounted two 15-inch guns and 
had received a considerable antiaircraft arma-
ment upgrade during a 1939 refit. These ves-
sels were of questionable value against a major 
naval attack but entirely sufficient to make an 
amphibious assault unviable. 

The Italian offensive against Malta opened 
in June 1940 with air attacks against the 
island. On the first day of the assault, no 
Allied planes could get into the air as the run-
ways were still under construction. After this 
it became possible to get Gladiators in the 
air, though at times the island’s interception 
capability was limited to a single fighter. 

Even at this juncture, Malta had the poten-

tial to strike at Axis shipping by acting as a base for submarines. This capability was expanded 
by the arrival of a force of Fairey Swordfish of the Fleet Air Arm. The Swordfish was known 
as the “stringbag,” not in a derogatory way but for its ability to handle almost any task in 
the same way a string bag could accommodate odd-shaped objects. Capable of carrying 
bombs, torpedoes or depth charges, the Swordfish was obsolete but still effective. Raids from 
Malta sank an Italian destroyer and caused damage to the port at Augusta. 

Reinforcement continued in July, with the arrival of 12 Hawker Hurricane fighters deliv-
ered by the carrier HMS Argus. This was achieved by launching the aircraft off at the point 
where the ships needed to turn around to avoid the Italian fleet. A miscalculation could result 
in the fighters having too little fuel to reach the island and no alternative landing point. Mul-
tiple aircraft were lost during an attempted reinforcement in November 1940. 

The fighters were effective to the point that some pilots reported Italian bombers discarding 
their ordnance and racing for home at the sight of a couple of Hurricanes, but turnover was 

ABOVE: The Royal Navy aircraft carrier HMS Argus 
lands Supermarine Spitfire fighter planes during a 
ferry mission. The planes were slated for delivery to 
the island of Malta to boost its air defense capabili-
ties in the spring of 1942. RIGHT: Taken from the 
aircraft carrier HMS Victorious, this photo shows a 
Hawker Hurricane fighter on the deck of Victorious 
while a Fairey Albacore biplane torpedo bomber 
takes off from the deck of the aircraft carrier HMS 
Indomitable, and the aircraft carrier HMS Eagle is 
shown in the background. This image was taken at 
sea in August 1942.

All: Imperial War Museum
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high. With few spares available, aircraft had to be cannibalized to keep others flying, and 
losses were continuous. However, the defenders of Malta continued to exact a toll on the 
Italian air force. Malta had endured a great siege before, but this time she was besieged—
and defended—from the sky. 

The Italian Army’s campaign in North Africa was dependent on supplies shipped into 
Libya. These convoys were harassed by aircraft and submarines operating out of Malta, 
inflicting losses and tying down vessels as escorts. It was not possible to completely interdict 
the supply lines, but each sinking contributed to the defeat of the Italian Army. 

In early July 1940, heavy units of both the British and Italian fleets were at sea. The Italian 
force was covering a supply convoy bound for Benghazi, Libya. This was the first large-scale 
resupply operation since the outbreak of war and was carrying urgently needed fuel, munitions, 
personnel, and armored vehicles. The escort consisted of destroyers and torpedo boats, with a 
cruiser group and a heavy force of battleships and cruisers nearby should they be required.  

The British were protecting a supply convoy to Malta and one engaged in evacuating civil-
ians. Their dispositions included a cruiser group, a single battleship and escorting destroyers, 
and a force of two battleships, an aircraft carrier and destroyers. While the convoys were the 
priority, the British commanders considered a clash with the Italian Navy to be desirable.  

What became known as the “battle of Calabria” began on July 8. Detected by reconnais-

sance aircraft, the British force came under 
heavy but ineffective air attack as it maneu-
vered to get between the Italian fleet and its 
base at Taranto. The two fleets engaged the 
next day, resulting in an inconclusive 
encounter fought mostly at long ranges. Tor-
pedo attacks by Swordfish aircraft flown off 
the carrier HMS Eagle proved ineffective, 
and Italian air attacks similarly failed to do 
much damage. 

Although the battle of Calabria was incon-
clusive, both sides claimed victory. This was 
not unreasonable; the convoys got through 
and some damage was inflicted upon the 
enemy. With the strength of surface forces 
more or less equal and the Royal Navy oper-
ating from distant bases, the main maritime 
threat to Italian convoys was the force of sub-
marines based in Malta. These inflicted losses 
but suffered accordingly.  

Even when not at sea, the submarines were 
vulnerable. Plans to construct bombproof 
pens for the submarine force were scrapped 
before the war. The only option was to try to 
hide them by submerging when an air attack 

ABOVE: Lashed to the destroyers HMS Penn and 
HMS Ledbury, the British-flagged tanker Ohio 
makes port at Grand Harbor, Malta, on August 15, 
1942. Ohio was one of five supply ships from an 
original complement of 14 that comprised the 
Pedestal convoy. Pedestal was ravaged by Axis 
attacks en route to Malta, but enough supplies 
reached port to sustain the garrison and civilian 
population. LEFT: The destroyer HMS Kingston was 
declared a constructive total loss after being 
heavily damaged by Axis aircraft. The warship lies 
on its side in dry dock at Malta on April 11, 1942.
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tleships, the effectiveness of carriers was now being fully appreciated. In November 1940, 
Swordfish from HMS Illustrious entered Taranto harbor and inflicted heavy damage on the 
battleships of the Italian Navy, not only putting ships out of action for a time but prompting 
a move to the greater security of Naples. 

The Taranto raid tipped the balance of power in the Mediterranean for a time, and the change 
of home base impeded Italian naval efficiency. This did not prevent a successful sortie on 
November 17, just five days after the Taranto raid. The intent was to prevent reinforcement of 
Malta’s air strength, and in that it succeeded. The British force turned back to Gibraltar after 
launching its aircraft, most of which had insufficient fuel for the transit. Another reinforcement 
operation was launched in late November, and once again the Italian Navy sortied to intercept 
it. The result was an inconclusive naval engagement off Cape Spartivento on November 27.  

The Allied decision to send troops to Greece, starting in March 1941, was made necessary 
by the German move to assist Italy in conquering the region. Italy had been at war with Greece 
since October 1940, but without German intervention the campaign had stalled. Moving 
troops from North Africa weakened the Allied position there and exposed the escorting naval 
assets to attack. On January 10, 1941, while providing air cover for the troop convoys, HMS 
Illustrious was attacked by Ju-87s. At the time her fighters were out of position and, severely 
damaged, the carrier headed for Malta to make repairs. 
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began. This was largely successful, but for the 
wrong reasons. A downed enemy pilot was 
asked why the Axis air forces were not 
attempting to bomb the submarines, to which 
he replied that pilots were ordered to ignore 
them. So badly hidden were the boats that the 
enemy assumed they were decoys. A more 
serious threat to the submarine force was 
naval mines, liberally laid by the Italian forces 
around Malta to make resupply difficult and 
as barriers around the naval supply lines. 

Despite these hazards the submarine force, 
designated the Tenth Submarine Flotilla, pres-
sured the Italian supply lines as best it could. 
The difficulty of supplying Malta meant that 
sufficient torpedoes were never available, so 
commanders were ordered to pass up all but 
the most lucrative targets such as tankers or 
major warships. Had they possessed sufficient 
ordnance, the submariners might have 
inflicted much greater losses on enemy ship-
ping, but instead they were placed in a vul-
nerable position without gaining full advan-
tage from their forward deployment. 

Despite prewar planning for an invasion of 
Malta, it was clear that the Italian forces 
would not be able to capture the island by 
direct assault. Air attacks were failing to wear 
down the defenders quickly enough, and accu-
sations were made that Italian aviators were 
not sufficiently aggressive. From January 
1941, Luftwaffe squadrons began arriving in 
Sicily and launching attacks against Malta.  

Many of the aircraft were Junkers Ju-87 
Stukas—excellent dive bombers, but slow 
and vulnerable to interception. Allied pilots 
soon learned that a Stuka was an easy target 
while making its dive to attack. Hurricane 
pilots would wait above the enemy forma-
tions, breaking off one by one to chase a 
Stuka in its dive. Closing fast from behind 
against a predictable target, kills were so com-
mon that this kind of attack became known 
as a “Stuka Party.” To be shot down by a Ju-
87 rear gunner under these circumstances was 
a source of great embarrassment. 

Having increased the pressure on Malta, 
the Luftwaffe squadrons based in Sicily were 
given a wider role revolving around attacks 
on Allied shipping. Capital ships were prime 
targets, and especially aircraft carriers. Orig-
inally seen as a support element for the bat-

ABOVE: British ground crewmen prepare to take a midday break as they service aircraft for the defense of 
Malta on January 20, 1943. Several men are seen finishing their task to keep a Supermarine Spitfire fighter 
serviceable. Fuel was a precious commodity on Malta, and these men used bicycles quite frequently to move 
from airfields to other facilities. TOP: Hawker Hurricane Mk II fighters of No. 185 Squadron RAF are lined up 
at Hal Far on the island of Malta. Although the Allies reinforced the air defenses of Malta several times, com-
bat losses reduced their strength significantly during the battle for supremacy in the Mediterranean. OPPO-
SITE: The aircraft carrier HMS Eagle is shown at Grand Harbor, Malta. A pre-World War I super dreadnought 
built for the Chilean Navy, Eagle was purchased by Great Britain and converted into an aircraft carrier. The 
carrier’s crew served heroically until Eagle was sunk by the German submarine U-73 in 1942.

Imperial War Museum
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There was really no alternative for Illustrious than to head for Malta. With her steering out 
of action, she could only be guided using her engines. However, Malta was anything but a 
safe port. While repairs were being made, the carrier was a large and static target, suffering 
further damage from air raids while in dock. Illustrious was able to escape from Malta on 
January 23, going first to Alexandria and ultimately to the United States for major repairs. 

In late March, the British carriers achieved a measure of revenge when aircraft from HMS 
Formidable temporarily immobilized the Italian battleship Vittorio Veneto and crippled the 
cruiser Pola off Cape Matapan. This engagement, the Battle of Cape Matapan, came about as 
a result of an Italian sortie to intercept Allied troop convoys to Greece. While the heavy units of 
the Italian force were able to leave the battle area, Pola and a force sent to assist her were caught 
after dark at point-blank range by a British force that had trained extensively for night actions. 
The Italian Navy lost three cruisers and two destroyers, inflicting virtually no damage in return. 

While the British were weakening their forces in North Africa in order to assist Greece, the 
Axis presence in North Africa was greatly strengthened. Days after the Italian defeat at El 
Agheila, German troops began landing in Libya. After a period spent acclimating and reor-
ganizing, this new “Afrika Korps” launched its first offensive in March 1941. German tanks 
were vastly more potent than their Italian counterparts and, more importantly, they were well 
handled. Close cooperation between infantry and armor resulted in defeat for the less well 
coordinated British forces, compelling them to retreat. 

Logistics played a huge part in the desert war. Just supplying enough water to drink and fill 
vehicle radiators required fleets of trucks, which in turn needed fuel and supplies for their 
crews. The supply line could be shortened by possession of a port close to the battle area, and 
to this end Tobruk in Libya was a major Axis objective. Although the Allies were driven back 
past Tobruk, it remained in the hands of Australian troops, forcing the Afrika Korps to operate 
at the end of a long supply line.  

Meanwhile, losses suffered at the hands of Allied fighters over Malta prompted the deploy-

ment of German fighter squadrons. Not only 
were the pilots experienced and well-trained, 
their BF-109 fighters were superior in perfor-
mance to the Hurricanes used by the Allies. 
Losses quickly mounted, with damaged air-
craft cannibalized to keep a rapidly depleting 
force operational. More Hurricanes were 
brought in, but the Axis powers enjoyed near-
complete air superiority over Malta. 

The presence of an effective Axis fighter 
force made it impossible to launch air strikes 
from the island and reduced the defenders’ 
ability to inflict losses on raiding aircraft. 
Malta was forced onto the defensive, fighting 
for survival rather than acting as a base to 
interfere with enemy convoy operations.  

Despite these hazards, a destroyer force was 
assembled and based out of Malta. This 
exposed ships to air attack when in port but 
allowed some pressure to be put on the Axis 
convoys heading to Africa. This lasted until 
May, when the force was reassigned to the 
battle for Crete. During this time, Axis air 
power dominated the central Mediterranean, 
allowing their convoys to go through almost 
unopposed and making the area untenable 
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for Allied vessels. British Reinforcement 
attempts brought in a few extra planes now 
and then, but not nearly enough to fend off 
the constant bombing raids.  

This desperate situation continued even after 
German fighter squadrons were transferred to 
the new Eastern Front in June 1941. The air 
warfare capability of Malta, though deter-
mined, was feeble, and the Italian Air Force 
continued to pound the island on a daily basis. 
It was not enough for the island to endure; with 
the Afrika Korps threatening to drive into 
Egypt, Malta had to find a way to mount an 
offensive against the Axis supply convoys. 

The only solution was major reinforcement 
of Malta’s air forces, and the provision of 
large quantities of spares and supplies. This 
began in June 1941, with convoy GM1 dri-
ving through from Gibraltar to Malta. 
Despite attacks by aircraft, torpedo boats, 
and submarines the convoy reached Grand 
Harbour in Malta, delivering the first of sev-
eral shipments of supplies.  

Malta’s strength increased through the late 
summer, to the point where a bomber force 
was once again able to operate from the 
island. Defenses and aircraft maintenance 
capabilities were improved, the latter greatly 
increasing the efficiency of the air units oper-
ating from the island—making it a possible 
staging area for supplies headed for Egypt. 

This activity was strongly opposed from the 

air and at sea. In late July an attack was made by Italian small-boat raiders, which was repulsed 
by coastal artillery with heavy losses. Despite such efforts Malta grew in strength. Forces 
based there had a profound effect on the flow of supplies into North Africa. What got ashore 
had then to be conveyed hundreds of miles to the Afrika Korps, greatly limiting its capacity 
for offensive operations against Tobruk. 

Allied attempts to relieve Tobruk were unsuccessful during the summer, but in November 
1941 a renewed Allied drive struck the Afrika Korps as it was making another attempt to take 
the port. The deciding factor here was supply levels. Almost out of fuel after days of heavy fight-
ing, the Afrika Korps was forced to retreat with just a handful of tanks remaining operational.   

The transfer of German fighter squadrons to the Eastern Front had permitted Allied pilots 
to gain control of the skies around Malta, but in January 1942 it seemed that the Soviet Union 
might already be defeated. Powerful Luftwaffe air groups returned to Sicily, inflicting heavy 
casualties on Allied strikes out of Malta and on the island’s fighter force.  

The outmatched Hurricane pilots petitioned for Spitfires, which could meet the Bf-109 on 
equal terms, and from March the first aircraft began to arrive. Once again the method of 
delivery was to fly the aircraft off a carrier at the closest point of approach. While this did away 
with the necessity of fighting a convoy all the way through and risking contact with the extensive 
minefields around Malta, it was slow and inefficient. Nevertheless, the arrival of Spitfires 
enabled Allied pilots to defend the island even if little power could be projected from it. 

Luftwaffe control of the air cleared the way for supply convoys into Libya, enabling German 
forces there to regain their strength. Having been driven all the way back to El Agheila, the 
Afrika Korps remained on the defensive until January 1942. By this time it was the Allies who 
were suffering logistics problems, forcing them to fall back on a defensive line running through 
Gazala. This held up the German advance until May 1942, when the line was breached by a 
new offensive. Tobruk was taken, greatly shortening the Axis supply line, and the Allies were 

ABOVE: A ground crew services a Supermarine Spitfire V fighter of No. 603 Squadron RAF in a revetment of 
sand-filled empty fuel cans at Ta Kali, Malta. A British soldier and sailor pitch in to assist with the refueling 
and rearming of the aircraft. OPPOSITE: Lt. David McCampbell, launching officer aboard the aircraft carrier 
USS Wasp, gets the ready signal from the pilot of a British RAF Supermarine Spitfire fighter in preparation 
for takeoff during a ferry mission to the island of Malta. In this photo from Wasp’s second ferry mission on 
May 9, 1942, a Grumman F4F Wildcat fighter is seen with wings folded in the background. McCampbell went 
on to be the highest scoring U.S. Navy fighter ace of World War II in the Pacific with 34 aerial victories.
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driven all the way back to El Alamein just inside the Egyptian frontier. 
It was here that the Afrika Korps launched its final major offensive in North Africa. Despite 

a critical shortage of fuel caused by Allied attacks on the convoys and supply lines, an out-
flanking movement was planned to take place near Alam el Halfa. Such assaults were the 
trademark of the German armored forces but relied on sufficient fuel. Allied reinforcements 
would soon make the situation untenable for the Axis forces, so the decision was made to 
launch the attack and hope a tanker got through in time.  

As the battle raged from the end of August until September 5, Allied air power interdicted 
the Axis supply routes. Ships carrying fuel were sunk, crippling the armored forces, and after 
days of hard fighting the offensive was repulsed. An immediate Allied counterattack might 
have been a disaster, running into prepared anti-tank positions as others had in the past, but 
this time the Allies were content to wait for reinforcements and prepare a decisive blow. 

The Axis leaders had considered an invasion of Malta even before the war, and various 
plans were put forward for an invasion using paratroopers as well as an amphibious landing. 
Such an assault required air superiority, which the Axis powers currently enjoyed. However, 
the arrival of more Spitfires gradually tipped the balance. 

Although the Allied “club runs,” as the delivery operations were known, tied up aircraft 
carriers and their escorts, they were essential to thwarting the proposed invasion. As Axis air-
craft losses mounted it became apparent that Malta could not be successfully assaulted. Its 
ability to interfere with Axis supply convoys could be suppressed by continued air attacks, 
but the island’s powerful fighter defenses were inflicting a fearful toll in return. 

Malta was entirely dependent on supplies brought in by sea. Submarines could bring a little 
cargo, but for the fighters to remain operational it was necessary to push large convoys through 
to the island. By late summer 1942, the situation was desperate. Even basics such as food and 
clothing were in short supply, while lack of ammunition and fuel crippled the island’s defense. 

To restore the situation, the Allies launched two convoys—one from Gibraltar and one 
from Egypt—under heavy naval escort. The latter was forced to turn back after running low 
on ammunition, but part of the Gibraltar convoy reached Malta. Both sides lost heavily in a 
series of engagements along the way. 

A renewed effort to resupply Malta was made in August. Codenamed “Operation Pedestal,” 
this was one of the pivotal moments of the war. Malta’s fuel supplies were all but exhausted, 
and without air cover the island could not be defended. Everything depended on getting a 

tanker through to Malta, but resistance was 
heavy. The Allies lost HMS Eagle along with 
a cruiser, three destroyers, and most of the 
merchant ships. 

The convoy became dispersed, making 
defense even more of a problem than it had 
been. During the worst of the voyage, one 
destroyer captain reportedly said that so long 
as there was anything afloat he would put his 
ship beside it and fight through to Malta. This 
officer was a survivor of the Convoy PQ17 
disaster far to the north, and made good on 
his word. Almost 24 hours after the rest of 
the convoy, the heavily damaged tanker Ohio
was towed into Malta by three destroyers. 
The fuel she carried revitalized the defense of 
the island. 

Finally able to operate fighters in strength, 
the defenders of Malta changed their tactics. 
More aggressive interceptions using larger 
forces inflicted heavy losses on the Axis air 
raids. Among other results, this reduced the 
pressure on the island’s submarine force. For 
some time its base had been a target for heavy 
attack, greatly hampering the force’s offensive 
capability, but now it became possible to 
operate more freely. Combined with air 
attacks on shipping, this once again impacted 
the Axis convoys into North Africa. 

When the Axis advance had stalled near El 
Alamein, the Allies did not launch an imme-

Continued on page 98
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of their own and using captured examples 
when they could. Hitler saw in them power 
and brute force, preferring the heavier mod-
els which emphasized firepower and armor 
protection over the lighter, faster models. 
Over time, these beliefs solidified into dogma 
in his mind. 

Decades later, on October 28, 1941, the 
former corporal ruled Germany, Austria and 
seven occupied nations in Europe. By that 
evening the Axis forces had just captured 
nearly 750,000 Soviet troops around Kyiv in 
Ukraine. Hitler sat in his headquarters in East 
Prussia eating his customary vegetarian meal 
with sparkling mineral water, confident that 
his genius and leadership was about to give 
Germany another great victory. He regaled 
his dinner companions with tales of his expe-
riences, including Field Marshal Gunther von 
Kluge, commander of German 4th Army.  

Along with his fellow general officers, 
Kluge had cause for worry, however. The 

 Adolf Hitler served in a Bavarian regiment on the Western 
Front during nearly all of World War I. He reached the 
rank of corporal and served mainly as a dispatch runner. 

The future Fuhrer received two injuries during his service, the first 
a wound during the Battle of the Somme in 1916 and the second 
a blinding by mustard gas in 1918. Most veterans of that conflict 
did not relish the memory of such things, but Hitler thought it was 
a wonderful experience, full of meaning and importance for him. 
Before the war he had been a drifter with no apparent future. His 
military service gave him the purpose he so desperately needed.  

During World War I Hitler became fascinated by large, pow-
erful weapons. The heavy caliber howitzers and mortars the Ger-
man army used against the British and French gave him a sense of power and awe. When 
tanks appeared on the battlefield Germany struggled to respond to them, building only a few 

Hitler’s Great War service led to a 
mania for powerful weapons, at the 
expense of trucks and supply chains.
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BY CHRISTOPHER MISKIMONB O O K S

National Archives

Hitler, far right, with other German soldiers in World War I.  
He considered his war experience vital to his leadership,  
but it was out-dated two decades later.
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forces in the east were winning great victories 
but their logistic support was precarious. With 
the Soviets destroying their rail lines, the Ger-
mans needed hundreds of thousands of trucks 
to keep their troops supplied. Germany could 
not make enough of its own trucks, so it used 
vehicles from captured territories, but this 
only increased the logistical strain by requiring 
a variety of spare parts and tires. German 
forces had to take frequent pauses for supplies 
to catch up.  

Hitler did not care about the pace. “It’s the 
infantryman who sets the pace with his legs,” 
he told his guests. What German soldiers 
needed were more powerful tanks and 
artillery, not trucks. The German army did 
not need to move fast so much as it needed to 
hit hard. Hitler pushed this view on his sol-
diers; after all his genius had gotten them this 
far. Within a few months, however, the inex-

orable German advance was stopped, its 
troops freezing in the Russian winter, desper-
ate for warm clothing and working trucks. 
Hitler still pushed his viewpoint; for the rest 
of the war Germany got bigger and more 
powerful tanks and wonder weapons, but 
never had enough trucks. 

Hitler and the leaders of the other major 
western combatant nations all brought expe-
riences of prior conflicts with them to their 
roles as commanders-in-chief. In Hitler’s case, 
it led to initial success but eventually to utter 
defeat. The stories of how their pasts informed 
their wartime actions is thoroughly relayed in 
The Strategists: Churchill, Stalin, Roosevelt, 
Mussolini and Hitler–How War Made Them 
and How They Made War (Phillips Payson 
O’Brien, Dutton Books, New York NY, 2024, 
544 pp., notes, bibliography, index, $30, HC). 

This book delves into the backgrounds of its 

New and Noteworthy
Clearing the Way: U.S. Army Engineers in World War II (Chris McNab, 
Casemate Books, 2024, $29.95, HC) Covers the vital role of miltary engineers using 
original manuals and field reports.   

Tenth Army Commander: The World War II Diary of 
Simon Bolivar Buckner Jr. (Edited by Christopher 
Kolakowski, Casemate Books, 2024, $34.95, HC) Buckner 
led the U.S. Tenth Army during the Battle of Okinawa and died 
in action on June 18, 1945. 

Through Blood and Brotherhood: Comrades and Ene-
mies in Yugoslavia (Brian R. Johnson, Casemate Books, 
2024, $34.95, HC) From the diary of a young German con-
script in occupied Yugoslavia, with many original photographs.  

Liberation of Nazi Concentration Camps (Ian Baxter, 
Pen and Sword Books, 2024, $26.95, SC) From the pub-
lisher’s Images of War series, its photographs show how the 
camps were freed and what the Allies found when they did. 

The German Way of War: A Lesson in Tactical Man-
agement (Jaap Jan Brouwer, Pen and Sword Books, 2024, 
$26.95, SC) The author provides examples of German military 
prowess, arguing they were tactically superior to Allied forces.  

Making A Bridge Too Far (Simon Lewis, Goodknight Books, 
2024, $29.95, HC) Delves into how the classic World War 
II film was made and how the cast and crew strived to make 
it an such an epic. 

Jagdpanzer (Thomas Anderson, Osprey Publishing, 2024, 
$50, HC) Goes into detail on the employment, organization 
and history of German self-propelled antitank guns. 

U.S. Army Ford M8 and M20 Armored Cars (Dider 
Andres, Casemate Books, 2024, $39.95, HC) These vehicles saw wide use in 
reconnaissance and cavalry units. Well illustrated and of interest for modelers and 
vehicle historians.

Fine, all wood,  
old-fashioned toy 

soldiers and cannon  
for generations  

of playing,  
collecting, learning.

See all the  
exciting toyS at: 

www.regimentalColors.com

Wholesale welcome!
Over 3.5"  
tall!

50,000+ ships, battles & military photos
Request a FREE catalog.
50% Veterans Discount!

P.O. Box 414, Somerset Ctr, MI 49282
734-327-9696 www.realwarphotos.com
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subjects in great detail, but with a clear narra-
tive that gives the reader a thorough under-
standing. The depth of research is apparent. 
The author further succeeds in winding 
together the disparate stories of these five men 
to show how their actions and interactions 
affected the course of the war. This book is 
readable and enjoyably so. The work deftly 
reveals how knowing what influences a leader’s 
mindset allows insight into how they will 
decide, act and react under the stress of war.  

Destroyer Captain: The 
Life of Ernest E. Evans
(James D. Hornfischer 
and David J. Hornfischer, 
Caliber Press, New York, 
NY, 2024, photographs, 
notes, bibliography, 
index, $20, SC) 

Lieutenant Commander Ernest E. Evans 
arrived at his new command, USS Johnston
(DD-557) at the Seattle-Tacoma shipyard. 
The ship had yet to be completed; workers 
were still welding and riveting. Still, he 
thought the ship was beautiful, with its five 
5-inch gun turrets, two quintuple torpedo 
tubes and clean profile. His job now meant 
getting the Fletcher-class destroyer ready for 
combat. When the ship was commissioned on 
October 27, 1943, Evans spoke to his assem-
bled crew. His words to them were clear, 
unambiguous. “This is going to be a fighting-
ship. I intend to go in harm’s way and anyone 
who doesn’t want to go along had better get 
off right now.”  

Evans proved true to his word. He did not 
survive the war, though he earned a posthu-
mous Medal of Honor for his actions at the 
Battle off Samar on October 25, 1944. This 
biography reveals the man and his courage 
as a naval officer. The author is a known 
and accomplished Pacific War historian 
with several prior books to his credit. This 
one compares favorably with his established 
body of work. 

Rings of Fire: How an 
Unlikely Team of Scien-
tists, Ex-Cons, Women 
and Native Americans 
Helped Win World War 
II (Larry J. Hughes, 
Stackpole Books, Lan-
ham MD, 2024, 600 pp., 

maps, photographs, appendices, notes, bibli-

ography, index, $34.95, HC) 
The Polaroid Optical Ring Sight greatly 

increased the accuracy of gunners. It is little 
known that the creation of this sighting sys-
tem was the result of a combined effort of a 
disparate group of Americans, including 
optics experts, miners, moonshiners, Soldiers, 
Marines, and even an artist. Many of them 
worked on finding and mining the calcite crys-
tals needed for the sight’s function. Some had 
to overcome personal obstacles in their efforts, 
but soon they were making ring sights for 
anti-aircraft guns, Naval vessels, aircraft and 
even bazookas. Postwar, they found use in 
camera systems, including those used by 
NASA in the Apollo Program.   

Readers are treated to a curious and 
unknown story of the war in this new book. 
Weapons and their effects are often discussed, 
but the background as to how most of them 
are created and produced is rarely mentioned. 
This book is a clever mix of history and geology 
come together to tell a new story of the war.  

U.S. Army Divisions of 
the Pacific War (Stephen 
R. Taaffe, Casemate 
Books, Havertown PA, 
2024, 222 pp., maps, 
appendices, notes, bibli-
ography, index, $34.95, 
HC) 

The Marine Corps fielded 484,000 troops 
in the Pacific during the war; the US Army 
contributed 1.77 million. It sent nineteen 
infantry and one airborne division into the 
pacific theater, along with numerous support-
ing units. Ten of these divisions were National 
Guard units, often overlooked despite their 
overall good service. The rest were a mix of 
Regular Army and units raised during the 
war. Despite the army’s attempt to make each 
unit uniform, over time they all developed 
their own unique features, traditions and 
ethos. Leadership featured prominently in a 
division’s battlefield performance. In the end 
they played their part in defeating Imperial 
Japan at a cost of 188,000 casualties, far less 
than expected. While the Marine Corps richly 
deserves its accolades, it is a little-known truth 
the US Army played the largest role in the 
ground.  

This book seeks to redress an imbalance in 
the coverage of U.S. Army units in the Pacific 
Theater and succeeds with its detailed writing 
and smooth chronological narrative. Each divi-
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WORLD WAR ARMIES 
PUBLISHER HYPEMASTERS, INC.•GENRE STRATEGY•SYSTEM PC•AVAILABLE NOW 
In the realm of competitive World War II games, there are plenty of options out there for folks who want to 
go head-to-head against like-minded wargamers. One recent crack at PvP (Player versus Player) arrived 

earlier this year in the form of World War Armies, which 
ultimately proves interesting while falling victim to the pitfalls 
of its genre. 

On the surface, World War Armies has a ton of promise. 
It’s a cross-platform real-time strategy game that pits players 
against one another across the various platforms on which 
it’s available. You can build up your own unique deck—
including over 70 units you can unlock as you progress—
and win battles by capturing strategic points across the map. 
It’s a formula that’s incredibly familiar, but also somewhat 
novel in the setting of cross-platform play. Unfortunately, 
game-crashing bugs are just a portion of what takes World 
War Armies from intriguing to occasionally egregious.  

Out of all the complaints one might have about the multi-
player experience, there’s a single demerit that can be found in all too many mobile and mobile-adjacent 
games. With the ability to purchase superior units, there is very much a pay-to-win issue at play depending on 
who your opponent is. The matchmaking isn’t quite up to snuff either, mixing in matches against bots with battles 
against real human opponents, particularly in the early stages. These AI battles are disguised with genuine-
sounding usernames, but you can generally tell when you’re playing against someone who isn’t the computer. 

On the bright side, all of the issues with World War Armies are fixable, if the developers choose to do so. 
What we have now is essentially a mobile game ported directly to PC, which is never an ideal scenario. 
Hopefully Hypemasters sees some of the apparent flaws for what they are and makes this a more enjoyable 
experience no matter what platform the player is currently using. 
 
CLASSIFIED: FRANCE ’44 (DLC) 
PUBLISHER TEAM17•GENRE SIMULATION•SYSTEM PC•AVAILABLE NOW 
It didn’t take long for Classified: France ‘44 to add to its base game with some expansions, and the second 
DLC touched down back in May 2024. This one offers up some handy new gear in the form of an Agent 

Pack, which is available to purchase individually or 
as part of the Season Pass. 

Among the new gear that aims to assist you in your 
covert ops are a new Special Ops map-“Radar,” as 
well as the new Winchester 1912 weapon, the new 
Beretta “Compact” weapon variant, and the new 
Female Resistance Agent clothing set. There are also 
two new Special Ops missions—“Over Hill Under 
Hill” and “Make Every Kill Count.” All in all, it’s a 
compact mix of cosmetics and practical in-game 

items, and the individual price for it and other DLC sets comes in at $5.99 a pop. 
If you’re hankering for more content after that, the $19.99 Season Pass covers the first four DLC packs, so 

there’s more to come, some of which may be out by the time this issue is in your hands. 
We first covered Classified: France ‘44 ahead of its eventual launch in March 2024. The turn-based 

strategy game puts players in command of a special-ops team of Allied commandos and French resistance 
fighters in the months leading up to the June 1944 Allied Invasion of France. Since launch, it has garnered 
overall “Mostly Positive”reviews on Steam, and is also available on PlayStation 5 and Xbox Series X|S. 

Classified: France ‘44 features a morale system that highlights the impact of every single shot on your team 
and the enemy, and the nature of the tough, authentic combat encourages the use of stealth tactics to make it 
through in one piece. It’s an interesting and strategic outing, with ambushing your enemy in place as one of 
the best ways to succeed in an increasingly hostile environment. Further expansions were promised prior to 
the main game’s launch, and it’s nice to see the team at developer Absolutely Games continue to deliver on 
said promise.  
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sion gets a fair look at its successes and failures. 
The author also discusses how they evolved 
and improved over the course of the war.  

The Eagles of Bastogne: 
The Untold Story of  
the Heroic Defense of a 
City Under Siege (Mar-
tin King, Casemate 
Books, Havertown PA, 
2024, 224 pp., maps, 
photographs, notes, bib-

liography, index, $34.95, HC) 
On the morning of December 19, 1944, 

artillery began to fall on the men of the 482nd 
Anti-Aircraft Artillery Battalion. The crew of 
one M16 halftrack, which carried an open 
turret with four .50-caliber machine guns, 
quickly suffered three men wounded. They 
were preparing to move out of the area when 
a German King Tiger tank appeared. The 
vehicle’s gunner, Technician Fifth Grade 
Davidson, wounded in the leg, asked to be 
lifted into the turret. The panzer opened fire 
with its machine guns and hit two men just as 
Davidson trained his four weapons on it. The 
deluge of .50-caliber rounds hitting the tank 
had no hope of penetrating its thick armor. 
Perhaps it was simply the cacophony of hun-
dreds of heavy bullets hitting the tank or 
maybe they damaged the Tiger’s optics or 
sights, but it quickly retreated and the Amer-
icans went to the aid station.  

Bastogne is the most famous of the towns 
fought over during the Battle of the Bulge. 
This new work recounts the stories of its 
defenders. The book effectively compiles 
accounts from the various units which 
defended the town.  

Surviving Three Shermans 
With the 3rd Armored 
Division into The Battle of 
the Bulge (Walter Boston 
Stitt, Jr., Casemate Books, 
Havertown PA, 2024, 191 
pp., photographs, bibliog-
raphy, $34.95, HC) 

On September 19, 1944, Walter Stitt, serv-
ing as a loader in an M4 Sherman, lost his first 
tank. Embroiled in a fierce battle, the tank’s 
coaxial machine gun saw so much use the bar-
rel overheated and jammed. The lieutenant in 
the commander’s hatch, stunned by the fight-
ing, froze for a moment, despite radio calls 
telling him they were being shot at. Looking 

through a periscope, Walter saw a German 
round flash past. Finally, just after the shell-
shocked officer said “Back up,” another Ger-
man round crashed into the turret, killing the 
commander and gunner and trapping Walter 
inside. He crawled forward and got out 
through the driver’s hatch just as a second 
round set the tank on fire. Bleeding from his 
leg, Walter ran to a nearby tank and asked for 
a bandage. A hand appeared from a top hatch 
with a bandage, so Walter had to climb up and 
get it. When he did, a burst of submachine gun 
fire hit the tank, aimed at him. He spotted the 
enemy soldier under a bush and shouted the 
location to the crew in the tank. The German 
did not survive their response.  

This book is part memoir and part a collec-
tion of the author’s letters home. It is a creative 
work, showing the difference between what 
was happening on the battlefield and what he 
revealed to his loved ones.  

“Invasion On!” D-Day, 
the Press, and the Making 
of an American Narrative 
(Stephen M. Rusiecki, 
Naval Institute Press, 
Annapolis MD, 2024, 
330 pp., notes, bibliogra-
phy, index, $39.95, HC) 

From the time the invasion fleet arrived off 
the Normandy coast and the first pathfinders 
parachuted out of their aircraft inland, the 
press was formulating a narrative of the event 
which would inform the American view of the 
event up to the current day. The story which 
permeated the radios and newspapers for days 
after the landings focused on four ideas: the 
importance and scale of the invasion, the bril-
liance of the Allied leadership, an almost reli-
gious enshrinement of the events and the 
courage and superiority of American soldiers. 
The result turned June 6, 1944, into an endur-
ing legend.  

This book examines the process of news 
reporting during the D-Day invasion, 
including what information was and was 
not available to the press at the time and 
how they assigned significance to certain 
events. It reveals how the press can distort 
or fabricate facts to manipulate public per-
ception. The book is well researched and 
contains many interesting anecdotes which 
add to its story, showing the myriad person-
alities involved in crafting the accepted D-
Day narrative. 

over the sill, and I am certain no one left the 
ship after me.”  

The Japanese destroyer continued to fire on 
the Sculpin and her crewmen in the water 
before dispatching ship’s boats to rescue the 
42 survivors. Moore said, “Every one of them 
were leering at us. They all had guns.”  

One badly wounded sailor was thrown 
back in the sea because of his condition. 
Many of the survivors on board the Yam-
agumo were wounded. “There was blood all 
over the place,” Keller recalled. He didn’t 
realize he had been wounded. “I looked 
down at my chest and saw blood every-
where. It was dry, but right then I thought I 
was going to die.”  

Yamagumo sent a message announcing the 
Sculpin’s destruction, which was immedi-
ately picked up and decoded by Station 
HYPO, the U.S. Navy’s intercept station in 
Hawaii. Capt. W. J. Holmes in Double 
Edged Secrets: U.S. Naval Intelligence Oper-
ations in the Pacific during World War II
wrote, “Some eight hours later, the Japanese 
destroyer Yamagumo reported sinking a sub-
marine…when the Sculpin remained silent 
we knew that she had gone.” 

The survivors were taken to the Japanese 
naval base at Truk and brutally tortured 
for 10 days before being loaded on two air-
craft carriers—Chuyo and Unyo—that 
were returning to Japan. Chuyo carried 21 
of the survivors in her hold. On December 
2, the carrier was torpedoed and sunk by 
the USS Sailfish (SS-192), and 20 of the 
American prisoners perished. One man was 
saved when he was able to grab hold of a 
ladder on the side of a passing Japanese 
destroyer and hauled himself on board. The 
21 survivors on Unyo arrived at Ofuna, 
Japan, on December 6, and were sent to 
labor in the Ashio copper mines for the 
duration of the war. 

Ironically, the Chuyo was sunk by Sailfish, 
which Sculpin had helped to locate and raise 
after that submarine, then named Squalus, 
had been sunk some four and one-half years 
before. 

 
Author Richard Camp is a retired U.S. 
Marine colonel and Vietnam veteran. He has 
written 13 fiction and nonfiction books and 
more than 100 articles.
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perate for information and worrying about 
why the Army Group South units were 
nowhere to be seen, the German officer 
ordered one of his men to confiscate a loco-
motive and take it back across the Slovakian 
border toward division headquarters.  

The frightened Polish woman promptly 
handed the telephone to the German officer 
when it rang. Herzner had been pacing back 
and forth inside the small windowless base-
ment and now rushed to grab it from her. 
The divisional intelligence officer screamed 
through the receiver. The lost assault team 
had been found and recalled; there was no 
attack on Poland on this day. The Fuhrer 
had canceled it. “Retreat at once! Release 
your prisoners, vacate the station building, 
and return by the quickest route.”  

Herzner rounded up his men, telling them 
reinforcements were not coming. The group 
might have carried out its mission, but there 
was now nothing left to do but disappear 
into the mountains. With an armed Polish 
detachment close behind, the commandos 
finally snuck back across the Slovakian bor-
der early in the afternoon. At Polish head-
quarters, there was no longer any doubt of 
Hitler’s plans for Poland in 1939.  

Following the August 26 incident, the 
Poles secretly stepped up their mobilization 
campaign. By the time of Hitler’s attack five 
days later, they had activated three-quarters 
of the Polish armed forces. Meanwhile, the 
German government did not acknowledge 
the incident, and the Poles, under a gag 
order from the British and French, chose not 
to pursue any official countermeasures.  

German General Eugen Ott, the comman-
der of the 7th Infantry Division stationed 
across the border from Mosty, sent an offi-
cial apology to his counterpart in the region, 
Polish Gen. Josef Kustron of the 21st Moun-
tain Infantry Division. Ott claimed a crazed 
individual acting on his own was responsible 
for the Jablunkov Incident. It was a veiled 
excuse and the Poles knew it was only a mat-
ter of days before the Germans invaded. 

The situation on September 1, 1939, 
would be much different. Having wavered 
in his resolve for a few days after the 
announcement of the British pact with 

Poland, at 12:40 p.m. on August 31, Hitler 
reinstated his order to invade Poland. “Since 
the situation on Germany’s eastern frontier 
has become intolerable, and all political pos-
sibilities of the peaceful settlement have been 
exhausted, I have decided upon a solution 
by force,” the Fuhrer would explain. Hitler 
began his war with another covert opera-
tion, this one a bit more known to history. 
Mere days before Herzner’s invasion, the 
German leader told his military comman-
ders, “I will give a propagandistic cause for 
the release of war, whether convincing or 
not. The winner is not asked later whether 
he said the truth or not.”  

In line with the Jablunkov Pass and Mosty 
mission of August 25-26, the new operation 
was launched less than a week later. This 
time a small commando unit would give 
Hitler his cause for war with a mock attack 
on a German radio station in Gleiwitz by SS 
units dressed as Polish insurgents. Leaving 
behind a planted dead body of a Pole as 
proof of the Polish presence and deception, 
the commandos broadcast a message in Pol-
ish. “Attention! Here is Gleiwitz! The radio 
station is in Polish hands!”  

When the Germans finally crossed the Pol-
ish borders in the early hours of September 
1, 1939, Herzner was still debriefing from 
his successful, albeit failed, mission. He was 
nominated for an Iron Cross, but rejected 
because his August 25 skirmish took place 
before the war began. Ironically, what his 
men accomplished, the main invasion failed 
to repeat—the Poles detonated explosives 
blocking the Jablunkov Pass less than an 
hour after the September 1 hostilities began. 

Following his actions in the fall of 1939, 
the Abwehr promoted Herzner to lead the 
“Nightingale Battalion,” a pro-German vol-
unteer Ukrainian unit tasked with sabotage 
and diversion, first against Poland and later 
the Soviet Union. His clandestine actions 
finally won him the Iron Cross shortly 
before being severely wounded on the East-
ern Front in late 1941. After months of 
rehabilitation in a German sanatorium, the 
avid swimmer was found drowned in one 
of the complex’s pools on September 3, 
1942. His death, like his otherwise obscure 
life, were all but lost to history like his 
untimely invasion of Poland in the late sum-
mer of 1939. 
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 TOP SECRET 
Continued from page 35

pose—it made the soldiers laugh while cau-
tioning them against suffering the same fate.   

Yet, the writers were always aware of the 
seriousness of their project and the impact it 
would have on the lonely young men thou-
sands of miles from civilian normalcy.  

The possibility of death was always present 
for Snafu. After all, non-compliance and stu-
pidity got him killed in six out of the first thir-
teen episodes, with the remaining adventures 
having him end up in a German prison, a mil-
itary jail, and the psych ward.  

Unlike Daffy or Bugs, when Snafu died, he 
was dead for that episode. Although humor-
ous, the cartoons had to be sensitive to the real 
fears that came with military life—they had to 
be educational, funny, and most importantly, 
authentic to the troops in the audience.  

What endeared Snafu to the young soldiers 
was that, like them, the lonesome private was 
always overworked, uncomfortable, dirty, 
bored, exhausted, and all-too-close to danger. 
Accepting Snafu’s fate when he did what he 
should not have, allowed the American GIs 
to see all the training and hardships they had 
to endure as essential to their survival. 
Together with Snafu, they learned that main-
taining discipline and doing their duties, while 
seemingly trivial at the time, enabled the mil-
itary to run accordingly, keeping them safe.  

Private Snafu finished with the end of the 
Second World War. It had completed its 
intended mission of instructing less-educated 
young men in proper military safety and pro-
cedures. Yet it managed to do so much more. 
It allowed a citizen army to see the larger pic-
ture of why they were fighting and what 
needed to be done for that fighting to stop so 
they could all go home. 

 Weary of war, they were ready to go back 
to civilian life and rejoin their other favorite 
cartoon characters that stayed behind—Bugs 
Bunny, Daffy Duck, and Porky Pig. To the 
men, Snafu was left behind along with their 
uniforms, rifles, and gear—a much-needed 
tool of war, no longer necessary in the time 
of peace.  

 
Peter Zablocki is a historian, author, and edu-
cator living in Denville, New Jersey. Visit 
www.peterzablocki.com.

 INSIGHT 
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that housed the aid station. The commander 
had just dismounted from his tank when a 
shell burst next to the house, and a fragment 
hit the left side of his chest. Assistant battal-
ion surgeon Lieutenant Beard, Cady, Klos-
ner, and three litter bearers rushed the tank 
commander  into the aid station, but found 
that his wounds were fatal. As shells contin-
ued to fall, the aid men worked on walking 
wounded and litter cases, expecting any 
moment that their building would become 
the target of artillery fire. 

“All through our fighting in this sector and 
throughout our fighting in various towns we 
received the able support of Chaplain 
William Henderson and his assistant Tech/5 
Jim Cochran,” Waterhouse said. During the 
action at Stiring-Wendel, Henderson assisted 
in evacuating the wounded while under fire 
and Cochran was wounded while assisting 
litter bearers and rendering first aid. 

On March 8, replacements were received, 
bringing the unit back to full strength. The 
replacements included Sgt. John F. Kane, 
PFC’s John R. Conlan, Dennis B. Hall, and 
Maurice H. Stahl. Two days later the unit 
went into battalion reserve. 

In the next few days the 70th Division 
would assault Siegfried Line defenses and 
secure the city of Saarbrücken as German 
troops were forced to withdraw from the 
area. They spent the next few weeks mop-
ping-up the area west of the Rhine until the 
German surrender, then became part of the 
Army of Occupation.  

Army medics in Europe in 1944/45 were 
continually on the move and exposed to the 
elements, with the constant threat of injury or 
death. But they saved the lives of thousands of 
GI’s, as well as civilians and German POWs. 

PFC Vernon Staley was transferred to the 
3rd Infantry Division, returning to the States 
in 1946. Back in Oregon he raised a family 
and had a career as a machinist. In March 
2024, he celebrated his 100th birthday.  

 
Author Allyn Vannoy, who has written exten-
sively on a variety of topics related to World 
War II, lives in Hillsboro, Oregon. 

70th  DIVISION MEDICS 
Continued from page 61

 6888th  BATTALION 
Continued from page 51

diate counter-offensive. Instead, they concen-
trated on building up strength for an over-
whelming assault. This came in late October 
1942, finally breaking the Axis defense 10 
days later. Another rearguard action along 
the coastal strip followed, reaching El Agheila 
in late November. There would be no further 
Axis success in North Africa.  

Early in 1943, the British pushed into 
Tunisia, gradually driving the Afrika Korps 
north. American troops had also landed in 
North Africa, and despite stubborn resistance 
the Allies reached Tunis in May, 1943. Some 
units were evacuated, but more than 250,000 
Axis troops were taken prisoner. In addition 
to this enormous loss of manpower, the Axis 
also lost its foothold in Africa. No further 
threat to Egypt existed, and the way was open 
for a push north across the Mediterranean. 

Allied advances in North Africa drew Luft-
waffe elements away from Malta to support 
the beleaguered Afrika Korps. Indeed, a con-
voy in late November suffered only minor 
losses, and subsequent convoys met little 
resistance. Malta was now a well-supplied, 
fortified base from which to dominate the 
central Mediterranean.  

Ultimately, Malta dictated the course of the 
war in the Mediterranean and North Africa. 
Strong forces there choked the Axis supply 
lines and crippled the land campaigns, while 
heavy pressure on Malta forced the Allies to 
risk irreplaceable naval assets under extremely 
hostile skies. Forces involved in these battles 
were unavailable for use elsewhere, perhaps 
impacting campaigns in other theaters of war.  

It is interesting to speculate what the Allied 
carriers tied up on “club runs” might have 
achieved, or how the German squadrons in 
Sicily might have influenced another cam-
paign. What is clear is that Malta’s pressure 
on Axis supply convoys was instrumental in 
the defeat of the Afrika Korps and future 
Allied offensive operations in the Mediter-
ranean theater.  

 
Martin J. Dougherty hails from northeast Eng-
land. In addition to writing many books and 
articles, he is an accomplished swordsman.

 MALTA 
Continued from page 89

and that’s not because of us,” Perry said. He 
reflected on current events, such as banning 
or censoring books from schools and public 
libraries across the country. Many proposed 
bans include reading materials that discuss 
topics of racism, religion or sexual orienta-
tion. “What I’m really worried about is 
groups wanting to ban certain parts of his-
tory, and not wanting children to know the 
good, the bad and the ugly of this country, 
and only wanting to paint it as one thing,” 
he said. “I think it’s important that people 
remember that there were so many different 
kinds of people that contributed to the history 
of America.” 

Hymel appreciated that his story was cho-
sen to serve as the inspiration behind the film. 

“Every level of this has been so enjoyable 
to me,” he said. “I’m just honored that it’s 
happening.” 

Perry had the pleasure of showing King an 
early version of The Six Triple Eight at her 
home. The two gathered together to watch 
the movie on an iPad. To Perry, she was the 
most important person that he needed 
approval from before moving forward with 
the film. “She was emotional and moved,” he 
said, upon showing King the movie. “She 
cried, she laughed, she smiled, and she saluted 
the screen.”  

But what mattered most, Perry said, was 
what King said to him right before he left— 
“Thank you so much for letting the entire 
world know that Black women contributed 
to the war efforts.” King died on January 18, 
2024, at the age of 100.  

Perry and Hymel have ensured that her 
story and the legacy of the all-Black, all-
female 6888th will get the long-overdue 
recognition and honor that it deserves. The 
efforts of these women will no longer go 
untold, or unnoticed. “It’s not Black history, 
it’s not white history, it’s the history of our 
country,” Perry said, “and I think it’s very 
important that all of those stories have their 
place and they have a voice.”  

The Six Triple Eight will be in select the-
aters December 6, 2024, and will stream 
globally on Netflix on December 20. 
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 “One of the 
greatest of his 
great generation.” 
– Martha MacCallum,  

Fox News Anchor, The Story & 
Co-anchor, Fox News Election 
Coverage, Author: Unknown 
Valor, A Story of Family, Courage 
and Sacrifice from Pearl Harbor 
to Iwo Jima 

 

 “Ranks with Robert 
Leckie's Helmet 
for My Pillow and 
E.B. Sledges With 
the Old Breed. An 
instant classic.” 
– John J. Waters,  

author of River City One.  
Real Clear Defense 

 

 "Truly an 
unforgettable 
memoir." 
– Gail Chatfield,  

author of By Dammit!  
We’re Marines!
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