First Combat

My first battle was the start of the spring offensive on May 11th, 1944 just to the southwest of Minturno, Italy.  The battle began at 11:00 p.m. with an artillery barrage of 2,000 guns lighting up the darkness bright enough to read a newspaper.  The Germans must have known something was going to happen because they began shooting just before the artillery started.  While walking up to the line a Pfc. in my platoon (a tall skinny kid from Florida) tripped over a rock and his rifle accidentally went off.  A German sniper saw the muzzle flash and shot at us.  The slug went right past my head with a crack so loud I thought it was going to explode.  It hit the Pfc. in the head killing him instantly.  

My battalion (850 men including officers) advanced 800 yards in the next 3 days.  By a process of elimination I found himself battalion commander of 14 men by the end of those 3 days.  During that time my medic, Pfc. Julio Espinoza, (awarded Silver Star posthumously) was gut shot by a sniper and 3 more men were killed trying to rescue him.  My two Staff Sergeants, Raymond Grass from Pennsylvania and Paul MacDonald from Vermont, were killed by friendly fire.  They were my best friends.  We trained together.  After the war we planned on opening a hunting resort together.  I told the sergeants to stay where they were thinking they would be safe.  The sergeants protested staying they had a gut feeling it wasn’t safe.  I finally had to order them to stay.  The commander of the artillery, Lt. Colonel Corbet Williamson, cowered in the corner of the command post saying over and over,” I can’t do it!  I can‘t do it!” failed to provide proper artillery support and supply his troops.  My platoon was the only one to meet all of its objectives.  One objective was a farmhouse with a machine gun nest in front of it.  The platoon came over a hill to within sight of the farmhouse, about 300 yards away.  My M1 was sighted in for about 250 yards.  I raised up and fired one shot that fell short of the nest.  The rest I don’t remember.  The next thing I do remember is that my rifle was empty and there are 3 dead Germans in the machine gun nest.  At another point in the battle my men and I were pinned down by an 88mm gun near Spigno.  With the help of my artillery spotter, Rover Joe who drove around in a jeep with a big tube radio, contacted 2 A-36 ground attack planes with two 500 pound bombs each that knocked out the 88mm gun and destroyed the town.

With only 14 men left from the battalion we were caught on the reverse side of a hill out of ammunition and supplies.  The battlefield was littered with German MP-40 machine pistols (a.k.a. Schmizers) and enough ammunition to start the war over.   I told the men to collect all the guns and ammunition they could find.  We cleaned the guns and waited for the Germans to come.  Using a skyline defense to hold off the Germans we hid behind a stone fence about 2 feet high.  I told them not to shoot until I did.  Using the back lighting to spot the enemy they came within 20 feet.  We could hear them talking.  When we started shooting the Germans began yelling, “Kommarade!!, Kommarade!!”  Thinking the shooters were their own men.  The Germans made 3 counter attacks that night and we held them off.

We rounded up prisoners after the battle.  Someone found a rifle scope in the pocket of a SS prisoner.  Remembering a sniper had shot my medic.  I took this man out of the line into a field, gave him a kick, pulled out Sam (my revolver) and shot him in the head about 2” to the left of his right ear nearly tearing half his head off.  While convalescing from exhaustion after the battle I found Corbett Williamson who was in charge of the artillery that first night of the battle.  I told him, “Right now I’m so weak I can’t tie my fucking shoes.  If I ever see you again I’ll kill you with my bare hands if I have to.”

Fifty years after the battle I was reading the 88th Infantry alumni newsletter.  I saw a letter written by a woman asking if anyone knew her brother, Sergeant Raymond Grass, and if they could tell how he died.  We exchanged several letters that were very hard to write.                        

