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“Men of few words are the best men.”


—Henry V


“The essential American soul is hard, isolate, stoic, and a killer.”


—D. H. Lawrence










FOREWORD By Captain Dale Dye, United States Marine Corps (Retired) Senior Military Advisor for the HBO Series Band of Brothers



Of all the World War II paratroopers I met and studied preparing for HBO’s epic miniseries Band of Brothers, none was more mysterious—and thus intriguing—than Ronald C. Speirs. As a young platoon leader, Speirs made the D-Day jump with the celebrated 101st Airborne Division and was a featured player in the scripts adapted for television from historian Stephen Ambrose’s acclaimed book tracing Easy Company, 506th Parachute Infantry Regiment through the course of World War II in the European Theater of Operations (ETO).


Some of the other commissioned leaders—men such as Dick Winters, Buck Compton, and Harry Welsh—were fairly easy to fathom: rock-solid leaders, brave soldiers, and relatively uncomplicated personalities. But Speirs was an enigma, a taciturn outsider from another company in the regiment, who eventually rose to command Easy Company. Speirs maintained a stiff-necked distance from his paratroopers, unlike other officers who generated both respect and intimate affection among the enlisted men. As an officer, amateur historian, and combat veteran, I wanted to know what made this guy tick. I wanted to be able to coach and counsel the talented actor, Matthew Settle, who was cast as Speirs in the production.


I began to dig, research, read, and talk to surviving Easy Company veterans. What I found in the literature were mostly lurid stories, garbled memories, and conflicting accounts. From veteran survivors, I obtained a broad spectrum of opinion. To some, then Second Lieutenant Ron Speirs was just a hard-ass, a cold, calculating leader who didn’t place much value on human life, particularly his own. Others saw him as a savior who took over a battered company of paratroops suffering under hesitant and ineffective leadership at the assault on Foy, Belgium, during the Battle of the Bulge. Still others repeated versions of the claim that Speirs routinely and ruthlessly executed enemy prisoners. He was an officer who brooked no back-talk and expected instant obedience to orders in the confusion of close combat. So much so, in fact, that he’s said once to have shot one of his own men who displayed either confusion or cowardice and therefore threatened to derail an attack. Like most anecdotal wartime tales, the story depends on the storyteller.


The common denominator in descriptions of Ron Speirs during the airborne campaigns of World War II in the ETO is that he was an unshakable leader and a crackerjack combat man. He led from the front in typical paratrooper fashion, often at significant peril to his own survival. Speirs, whatever his internal motivation, was a man who—if he didn’t exactly relish close combat—always ran toward the sound of the guns. In the opinion of combat men, this is the highest quality a leader can possess, and the foundation of all others.


There is one often told tale—perhaps a bit suspect—in which Speirs informed a frightened paratrooper somewhere in France that fear vanishes if you simply consider yourself already dead. I never used that kind of line during my own experience as a combat leader, but I can think of several occasions when I wish I had. To me, it’s less the mark of a doomed fatalist and more the philosophy of a man who understands that death in combat is always just a heartbeat away. Worrying about being killed is a distraction from the mission at hand.


Some of the verified information about Ron Speirs didn’t surprise me. He earned both a Silver Star and Bronze Star for heroic action and carried those decorations throughout a long career in the U.S. Army after World War II. He continued to distinguish himself as a paratrooper in Korea, making combat jumps with the 187th Regimental Combat Team. Speirs thereafter completed an enlightening tour as a liaison officer with Soviet Forces in 1956. Typical Speirs. A veteran combat man studying the most significant Cold War adversary facing the United States, contemplating a brutal war that everyone believed was just over the horizon. I was intrigued to learn that in 1957 he became military governor of Berlin’s infamous Spandau Prison, then housing Nazis convicted of war crimes at the Nuremberg Trials. It’s intriguing to ponder a man who supposedly executed German prisoners in Normandy but subsequently guarded Nazi inmates convicted of much worse offenses. But whatever he may have thought of the task, the record indicates Speirs was a model prison warden at Spandau.


The official record also indicates that in 1961 Speirs was picked for a touchy, semi-secret assignment in Southeast Asia during Operation White Star in Laos, where he served as the senior liaison officer to the Royal Laotian Army. None of Speirs’s post–World War II assignments or activities surprised me given what I knew—or thought I knew—about the man, including that he married multiple times over his twenty-two year career as a soldier. But you’ll learn all about that in the pages that follow. Fierce Valor examines and dissects the man in detailed fashion and will allow you to form your own conclusions and opinions about Ronald C. Speirs.


Even with this account, he just might remain a fascinating but basically unfathomable character, as I concluded the one time I met him in 2001. We were on a dinner cruise on the Seine after screening an advance episode of Band of Brothers for Easy Company survivors gathered in Paris. While Stephen Ambrose made a speech, I sat down across from retired Lieutenant Colonel Ron Speirs and his wife. We spoke amiably about his career and mine. It was all just polite chit-chat until I broached a couple of questions about his service during D-Day in 1944. Speirs became a bit dissembling and vague in his responses.


I wasn’t getting much more than nods and grunts until his wife reached across the table and put her hand on mine. “Don’t worry,” she smiled with a shrug. “He’s always like that. And I know you probably want to ask him about the shooting of prisoners. Don’t bother,” Mrs. Speirs said. “He hasn’t told me, and he won’t tell you.”










PROLOGUE


Swirls of black smoke billowed high above the steeples and splintered roofs. The stucco exteriors of storefronts and dwellings were pocked by the scars of urban battle. Carentan, the once ornate French commune nestled along the banks of the Douve River, was a charred and blistered shell—a ghostly visage of its former self. Local citizens had long awaited the hour of liberation from Nazi tyranny. Deliverance thundered forth from a devastating barrage of heavy naval guns, American artillery, and mortars raining ruin upon their historic community. Such was the terrible price of evicting the despised German occupiers. “The place was a mess,” observed one witness to the carnage. “Buildings on fire, dead Germans lying around, smashed equipment, streets blocked by rubble or with gaping shell holes, and the not-too-distant crackle of small arms.” The battle for Carentan was not yet done.1


Entrenched in the rolling terrain encompassing the city, paratroopers of the 101st Airborne Division—barely one week removed from their turbulent arrival in France on D-Day—grimly prepared for the next phase of combat. Having snaked through miles of contested hedgerows, the fatigued troopers converged on the estuary city amid a mass effort to conjoin the American beachheads and thwart impending German counterattacks. As night cloaked the front, Second Platoon of the 506th Parachute Infantry Regiment’s Dog Company settled in for another restless evening.


A Dog Company platoon leader silently meandered through the dense coils of Normandy brush, maintaining a watchful eye on the sinuous frontline. His bulky Thompson submachine gun was casually slung over his aching shoulder. A displaced victim of a petty officer rivalry, the lieutenant was a relative newcomer to Dog Company. Recent battlefield forays rapidly established the twenty-four-year-old Bostonian’s reputation as a man not to be trifled with. Conjecture regarding his actions against prisoners of war and one of his own belligerent sergeants swiftly became fodder for foxhole scuttlebutt. The officer’s steely squint, reserve, and boundless stoicism only enhanced his mysterious aura.


Despite the intrigue around his thickly-concealed persona, the platoon leader faced few challenges in gaining the absolute trust of enlisted men. His unfazed heroics repeatedly inspired those comrades otherwise gripped by fear or self-doubt. Ronald C. Speirs knew how to run an outfit.


While the golden embers of Carentan smoldered in the distance, Second Platoon pondered the uncertainty of the next day—June 13, 1944. Heavy work lay ahead in the morning. In the name of securing the sector, Speirs was tasked with assaulting a presumably fortified farmhouse on the right flank, an ominous-looking structure near which Germans had been spotted earlier that night. In the interim hours, weary GIs sustained a cautious vigilance to hinder enemy infiltration. Contact patrols slowly crept into a forbidding no man’s land, where the snap of a twig could foreshadow one’s prompt demise.


“Food and water were being issued at this time,” Speirs recalled of the uneasy prelude. “The men filled the pockets of their combat suits with ammunition and grenades, and those who were not on outpost duty or contact patrol tried to get some sleep. All through the night, machine pistol firing could be heard, but very little artillery.” Speirs felt physically broken; he had not slept more than a few winks over the previous week. Following a succinct platoon briefing, the lieutenant delicately rested his sore posterior in a muddy foxhole. For the sake of access and peace of mind, he placed grenades and ammo magazines on the rim of his burrowed refuge—just in case roving Krauts felt adventurous. His state of utter exhaustion notwithstanding, Speirs “tried to get some sleep without too much success,” he admitted. Obscure gunfire fomented just enough racket to deprive a man of a good night’s rest.2


Sunrise was preceded by the dull thuds of American 81mm mortars aimed at the adjacent farmhouse. With the guidance of forward observers, the mortar men found their mark with ease. “They fired a heavy concentration,” Speirs observed, “causing the roof of the house to be set ablaze.” An orchard on a gentle downward slope sat between Speirs and the blossoming inferno. A GI with a Browning Automatic Rifle intently scanned the thin tree line for sudden movement, but was unable to spot a target. “The platoon looked anxiously toward the house as dawn began to break, but no enemy could be seen,” wrote Speirs. The stillness was of no comfort. Well beyond the fruit trees, the enemy lurked somewhere in the ashy mist.3


Second Platoon, practically whittled to the size of a large squad, emerged from the hedgerows. Speirs was glad to have a light machine gun in tow. The .30 caliber weapon offered a welcome edge in a firefight. He hoped he would not require its assistance. The outfit tensely paced down the grassy embankment, wedging itself into the orchard’s evenly dispersed trees. All seemed so quiet. Only the sizzling of the scorched homestead was readily audible.


While the troopers pushed deeper into the tidy grove, a menacing screech tore through the air. A sudden flurry of German artillery and mortars plowed into the Americans, shredding earth and flesh alike. Trees trembled from the brute force of impacts. One of Speirs’s platoon riflemen immediately fell victim to the barrage. A hunk of shrapnel tore into his body, collapsing him to the dirt. He helplessly writhed in pain and moaned with breathless gasps. Enemy fire consumed the line. “Back at the road where the company commander was calling battalion and notifying them that the platoon moved out,” Speirs explained, “the same barrage killed the radio operator and wounded another man.”4


They had to find cover. “The platoon reached the stone wall surrounding the house at the bottom of the hill, vaulted the wall, and found the courtyard empty,” the lieutenant continued. Speirs glanced over the waist-high barrier, peering back to his own lines. His heart sank. Germans had overrun the very hedgerow his men had vacated only moments before. The platoon was in imminent danger of being cut off. Without hesitation, Speirs ordered his machine gunners to place their .30 caliber in the gate opening and rake the infested tree line. Enraged at being outfoxed, riflemen madly emptied clip after clip into their camouflaged foe. “Screams of pain were heard, and many casualties inflicted on this unit of the enemy,” Speirs admitted. He shifted four men to the west wall, which guarded an open field lined with another hedgerow. The crouched GIs scurried to the position as flakes of stone were chipped away by incoming small arms fire. No sooner did the paratroopers arrive at their new position than “a shower of grenades was received from the west where the hedgerow blocked our observation.” Concussions rattled the courtyard. Small bits of metal embedded into Speirs’s face and knee. His ears rang from the jarring blows.


When the dust settled and he regained his senses, Speirs noticed his automatic rifleman curled in a motionless state alongside the wall. He was dead. Only moments later, one of the machine gunners lying partially exposed at the gate was likewise claimed by the volleys. The machine gun, much like its final operator, sat mangled and useless.


Further up the road, freshly appointed Dog Company commander Joe McMillan grew distressed by the calamity unfolding on the plains before him. He hurriedly cranked his field telephone to inform battalion headquarters that Second Platoon was isolated and its fellow platoons were “being fiercely pressed from the front.” The counterattacking enemy was now rolling artillery into place to inflict further damage.5


“Fall back!” was the frantic order to the company.


Caged in the embattled courtyard, Second Platoon seemingly had nowhere to flee. Speirs again glared over the wall, fazed by the sight of troopers peeling from the engagement. The terror of abandonment momentarily choked the surrounded survivors. Speirs plopped down behind the stones, his mind racing. He was not about to die like an entrapped animal. Battered, bloodied, and forsaken, the lieutenant plotted his platoon’s desperate escape.6










INTRODUCTION


Leader. Killer. Bloody. Brave. These were the words used—often with affection—to describe Ronald C. Speirs as he was known and remembered by those who served in his ranks. Mixed memories, hyperbole, and myth have fueled the many speculative yarns about his storied life. During the Second World War, GIs lived on rumors. Gossip and innuendo about superiors proved healthy distraction from thoughts of death and dismemberment. Men tended to believe what they wished to believe.


“But,” according to infantryman Paul Fussell, “the war was itself so unbelievable that the rumors it generated sometimes behaved anomalously and proved to be true.” Such hearsay was frequently “created by the believers out of their dire need.” Perhaps, deep down, the paratroopers found solace in an officer who acted fearlessly and without contrition. Speirs’s reputation preceded him. One generally did not stand in his way or dare defy his authority. The officer’s round face and receding hairline inexplicably accentuated his toughness. Popular imagination suggests some men were hesitant to even look him in the eye for fear of reprisal. At the same time, Speirs did not always exude doom and gloom. Select contemporaries lovingly referred to him as “Sparky,” a decidedly less sinister sobriquet. The nickname, as especially seen in postwar correspondence, was one he privately fancied.1


How does one reconcile the diverse remembrances of this daring yet inscrutable commander? In considering his experiences, a significant question remains: Who was Ronald Speirs?


Even following his death in 2007, comrades and family faltered in their attempts to fully answer such an inquiry—through no fault of their own. He married perhaps five times, leaving a tangled web for any genealogist. Little is known of some of these matrimonies. Other questions abound. What accounted for his reserved nature? Was he haunted by his actions? Why did he neglect invitations to reunions? Few even know the location of his final resting place. Perhaps a degree of closure on these points can be found in considering the divergent trajectory of Speirs’s life after his service with the “Band of Brothers.”


The majority of Speirs’s compatriots returned to the United States following World War II and warmly embraced the niceties of civilian culture. Their postwar lives were generally grounded in consistency—marriage, profession, family. Though scores of veterans long bore the emotional and physical trauma of Normandy, Holland, and Belgium, their Army days faded as memories of personal pasts. In comparison, Speirs trekked the world, waged subsequent battles in foreign lands, and attained more promotions. The tested, confident officer rose to lead units exceeding the scope of his beloved Dog and Easy Companies. His responsibilities broadened and his professional networks expanded. He saw more men die.


In an ironic twist of the historical record, the extended nature of Speirs’s protracted career in uniform accounts for his relative silence on the wars he waged. Fellow officer Dick Winters interpreted the Second World War as the pinnacle chapter of his own existence. Little in the remainder of his days could be as consequential as the decisions he made in Europe’s foxholes. The weight of those actions molded not only the rest of his life, but his legacy. Although Speirs was decorated for instances of conspicuous battlefield deeds alongside Winters, ultimate victory over Germany did not mark an end to his national service.


The carnage and commitments Speirs endured were not singular to World War II as they were for countless others. Growing accustomed to warfare and a long-standing military regimen compelled him to assess his service as nothing remarkable or unparalleled. Clashes of his past often blurred to the point that they became indistinguishable from one another. Following retirement, Speirs threw away his uniforms and rarely looked back. He kept to himself. His secrets remained locked away in the vault of his memory.


Piecing together these disconnected fragments of Speirs’s life was a journey in and of itself. Fierce Valor weighs heaviest on the World War II era but does not disregard the significant years bookending that conflict. We were continuously surprised by the documents and artifacts unearthed during our research. This evidence was revealing but also, at times, conflicting. Taking these disparate stories into consideration, we have done our utmost to paint an accurate interpretation of the events and people described—sometimes bringing inconsistent accounts into discussion with each other. We think of this book not as the be-all and end-all biography of a talented officer, but rather as the beginning of a conversation. More details regarding Ronald Speirs are yet to be uncovered—and we welcome readers to continue the investigation with us.


The following narrative was compiled from a litany of firsthand accounts, official histories, military reports, census data, immigration records, and memoirs. Fierce Valor explores Speirs’s many adventures but also chronicles the people and environments with which he interacted. In instances of the historical record where Speirs is silent, the voices of family, comrades, and colleagues have been incorporated for the sake of continuity. These often-overlooked testimonies offer essential context—especially when considering Speirs’s self-contained demeanor. In the end, we trust the tale will convey not only fresh insights on Speirs, but also the military and society he dutifully served.


This is the story of an immigrant boy–turned career soldier who led elite troops in the world’s costliest struggle—and somehow survived. Now is the time to meet the real Ronald Speirs.










CHAPTER ONE Over Here



Enemy bombs rattled the ancient streets. In April 1916, as the First World War ravaged Europe, Edinburgh, Scotland, withstood one of its most trying calamities. Amid a deadly precursor to the Blitz a quarter century later, mammoth German Zeppelins rained destruction on the Midlothian metropolis. The city’s riverway, so central to Edinburgh’s existence, became a crucial navigation feature for bombardiers hovering above. Explosives punched through church roofs and tenements with alarming force. “There were a great number of premises rendered insecure through the breaking of glass in windows, and doors, by the explosion of the bombs,” observed a chief constable.1


Agonies of that trauma remained palpable four years onward while residents recovered from the “war to end all wars.” Few could have imagined the greater devastation to be wrought a mere two decades later. Among the dedicated citizenry soon contributing to the reconstruction of Edinburgh were Robert and Martha McNeil Speirs.


A spirited couple of old Celtic stock, the duo wed on July 17, 1907, and settled a few miles up the River Clyde from Glasgow. Between then and the First World War, the Speirses raised four children, primarily in the south of England while Robert maintained advantageous employment in military industries. The husband was born in the west central Lowlands port town of Renfrew-Greenock on January 8, 1882. He carried a distinguished look and sported a gentlemanly mustache. His bride was born July 1, 1883. She was short, barely five feet tall, somewhat plump, and possessed a warm personality.


By all indications, Robert Speirs was an ambitious, industrious young professional who sought agency and a desire to improve his station. By age nineteen, he had attained an engineering apprenticeship in the growing burgh of Kilmarnock. The 1911 English Census identified Speirs’s personal occupation as an “Engineer Fitter” and “Gun Construction Worker” in Devonport—only seventy miles from where his youngest son would embark on his D-Day journey thirty-three years later. According to lore, the engineer helped install the fifteen-inch guns on the HMS Hood—infamously sunk by the German battleship Bismarck in May 1941.2


Robert Speirs lived and toiled in an age of empires, an era of rapid industrialization. Gaining skilled employment in the realm of arms manufacturing during a world war seemed a wise pursuit in vocational security. The career spared him from the slaughter of the trenches. Beyond the factory floor, the Speirs family witnessed profound cultural shifts in the United Kingdom. The exigencies of war propelled women into industrial plants and further spurred the activism of suffragettes. Female liberation and enfranchisement transformed the nation in unforeseen ways. Longstanding systems and customs faced a heightened degree of scrutiny. Europe would never be the same. How Martha interpreted these consuming tides of change is uncertain. Nonetheless, she remained a dutiful housewife, operating a confectionery shop for supplemental income.3


The family’s eldest daughter, Mary, was born shortly before Christmas 1909. Two more girls—Dorothy and Elsie—entered the family in 1911 and 1913 respectively. The first Speirs son, Robert (also known as Bert), was born in 1916 as the Battle of Verdun raged on the other side of the Channel. The siblings generally resided in the Devon region while their father rotated to various ports and factories as far away as Suffolk. Considering the apprehensiveness of the times, the family dwelled in relative comfort and safety. When World War I dwindled to a violent conclusion in 1918, the family relocated to the parents’ native Scotland. The Speirs, like their new Edinburgh community, sought to remake themselves in the wake of the global conflagration.4


Following a four-year hiatus from childbearing, the couple begot their fifth and final child. Ronald Charles Speirs was born in Edinburgh on Tuesday, April 20, 1920. His parents were fortunate. At that time, nearly one out of every one hundred babies in Edinburgh did not survive its first year. Youth did not ensure durability.5


He was born in the family residence at 8 Keir Street, Apartment A. The imposing four-story stone structure bespoke a cozy, middle class existence in a rather refined neck of town. The home, which still stands today, was equidistant to Heriot-Watt College and the fabled George Heriot’s School. The seventeenth-century walls, only yards away from the family stoop, were castle-like in design and strongly evoked an enchanted taste of Scottish culture. The slippery cobblestones of Keir Street were a familiar sight to the Speirs children.6


Family members lovingly referred to the youngest sibling as “Ronnie.” The darling was graced with a button nose and dimpled chin. The boy was naturally doted on by his mother and older sisters. He was born the same day as fellow World War II officer and later Supreme Court Associate Justice John Paul Stevens. Even more incongruous was the fact that Speirs was brought into the world on Adolf Hitler’s thirty-first birthday.


The new decade was rife with false expectations and forlorn hopes. Peace following the armistice generated a fleeting moment of economic prosperity. Civilian manufacturing, intended to counterbalance wartime shortfalls, nurtured a brief industrial boom. Initially, optimistic citizens, the Speirs family included, prayed for an uninterrupted transition to a fruitful postwar civilization. The dream was not to be. A deluge of domestic goods flooded the market, outpacing consumer demands and creating mountains of surplus in factories. Stagnation abounded as profits withered, laborers were let go, and unemployment burgeoned. Enflamed by political discord and class disparity, strikes and demonstrations were commonplace. Any grace period at the outset of peace proved ephemeral at best.7


These fateful circumstances spelled bad news for Robert Speirs. The sudden, inessential standing of mass arms manufacturing portended perhaps the most significant uprooting of his life. Financial woes abruptly afflicted the Speirs family as their patriarch shuffled from town to town in pursuit of fresh trade opportunities. Few of these prospects could monetarily support a family of seven. By 1923, difficult decisions were to be made. There appeared only one viable option: immigrate to America. When Ronald was only three years old, his father voyaged to the United States, a nation not as inhibited by postwar windfalls. When time and financial conditions eventually permitted, Martha and children would reunite with Robert on the opposite side of the Atlantic.


Speirs was not alone in his conviction of starting anew. Between 1921 and 1931, over 400,000 Scots departed their native land in the quest to reinvent themselves. Many of these residents jumped into the ever-expanding American melting pot. Well over half of the adult males who emigrated from Scotland were blue collar workers, skilled laborers acutely impacted by recession. Speirs felt he had little choice but to temporarily leave his loved ones for the sake of economic stability.8


Following a poignant farewell to his young family, Robert made the journey to Southampton, England, where, on October 22, 1923, he prepared to board a vessel bound for New York City. He undoubtedly experienced the conflicted emotions many immigrants feel, dual sentiments of sorrow and anticipation. The wharfs of Southampton were a flurry of activity as hordes of passengers corralled steamer trunks and scrambling children. Only eleven years earlier, the Titanic had departed on its fateful voyage from a nearby dock. Robert anxiously handed over his paperwork to the ticket master of the SS Orca and scaled the walkway into the loading bay.


The vessel, operated by the Royal Mail Steam Packet Company, was relatively small. Her single smokestack designated her within a humbler class of oceanic liners. The ship was later renovated to include more exclusive accommodations. “The unusually broad decks of the Orca are especially adapted for lounging at ease after the exciting sports or lantern-lit masquerade dances that will hold allurement not found even in the fashionable ballrooms ashore,” a 1927 article boasted. Speirs did not bask in such opulent surroundings. If anything, his voyage was a lonely affair. The Orca steamed across the English Channel to Cherbourg, France, before setting out on its greater transatlantic journey.9


The uneasy seafaring lasted a week and a half. Robert Speirs arrived in New York on November 1, 1923. One can only imagine what he contemplated when the Orca sailed past the Statue of Liberty and into the lively harbor. What followed was a less evocative process of interrogation and scrutiny at Ellis Island, the immigration center that processed over 295,000 aliens that year. Speirs underwent a rigorous physical inspection and a series of detailed, bureaucratic questions. The scene was organized chaos. “Hundreds of people came in at the same time,” one traveler recalled. “There was no help, there was no welfare. No one helped you here in America. This was 1923. You couldn’t get help from anyone.” Speirs very well may have experienced similar vulnerability.10


The machinist worked his way up the coast to Boston. Within weeks, he formally announced his aim to become a citizen of the United States. The initial requirement of this process entailed submitting a Declaration of Intention, informally referred to as “First Papers.” Immigrants were compelled to complete a residency period typically of five years before submitting a Petition for Naturalization, followed by an oath of allegiance. Throughout the first half of the twentieth century, limitation quotas were often placed on immigrants of certain nationalities or religions. Fortunately for Speirs, travelers from traditionally Anglo-dominated nations were less frequently targeted by this institutionalized xenophobia. Speirs completed his petition in July 1930 and was granted citizenship the following November.11


Equally encouraging was Robert’s ability to gain employment at the thriving Hunt-Spiller Gun Iron Manufacturing Corporation, located on Dorchester Avenue in South Boston. The trackside factory produced pistons, cylinders, valves, brakes, and rods for some of the most powerful railroads in the country. As one 1920s advertisement proclaimed, “Hunt-Spiller Gun Iron Insures Bigger Earnings from Every Locomotive!” Speirs incorporated his knowledge as an arms manufacturer to contribute to America’s burgeoning railroad industry. More significantly, the position allowed him to accumulate additional wealth and actualize dreams of reuniting with family.12


By mid-1924, Robert summoned Martha and the children to join him in Boston. He had procured suitable housing and dispatched appropriate funds necessary for the impending travels. She heeded his call and prepared the children, who were now ages four through fifteen. The six Speirses eagerly boarded the SS Winifredian in Liverpool on December 13, along with a slew of Bostonians aptly described as “saloon passengers.” Theirs was a ten-day voyage comprised of rough seas and excitement. At one point, the siblings—tied together with a rope—ventured to the slippery deck to view the ferocious waves. A sailor promptly ushered them back to their mother. “Ronnie probably thought it was great fun,” noted Speirs’s nephew Arthur Thomas. “That spirit of adventure and daredevil attitude stayed with him.”13


The ship, having served as a troop transport during the Great War, was even less extravagant than the Orca. The lackluster accommodations, flavorless cuisine, and choppy winter waters mattered little in the long run. At the end of the rugged journey, Robert awaited them. The father was thrilled to read the following in the Christmas Day edition of the Boston Globe: “Rushing toward Boston in an effort to land her passengers in time to enjoy their Christmas dinner at home, the Leyland Line steamship Winifredian, Capt. Harrocks, is expected to reach her berth tomorrow morning. The vessel left Liverpool in time to reach here yesterday but a stiff northwesterly gale and head sea encountered her progress and caused a delay of several hours.” A wireless message from the ship to the company office predicted a 6:00 a.m. arrival. No finer holiday gift could be imagined.14


On the final page of the December 26 issue of the Globe, the Speirs family was prominently displayed in an article entitled “Winifredian Passengers Land in Time for Christmas Dinner.” Ronnie is shown in a tiny checkered overcoat and knee-high socks. The piece notes the ship had battled “furious storms and was making slow progress.” The captain prevailed, however, in keeping his word to passengers for a yuletide delivery. “Among the passengers on the Winifredian were Mrs. Martha Speirs of Glasgow and her five children,” wrote the reporter. Her “husband secured a position as engineer with a Boston concern and established a home here. There was an affectionate reunion of the family on the pier. Despite the rough weather on the trip across, not one of the youngsters missed a meal.” The children had grown a year older since they had last embraced their father. Tears of joy were undoubtedly shed as the Speirs family became whole once more.15





The Speirses arrived in a bustling New England city overflowing with immigrants pursuing shared dreams. Bolstered by the economic ramifications of World War I, Boston was in the midst of transformation. Over 750,000 residents called the city home. The Speirses had never seen anything like it. The considerably older cities of Glasgow, Edinburgh, and Liverpool seemed medieval by contrast. Boston was fresh and invigorating. Mammoth buildings radiating an electric glow silhouetted the skyline. Industrial plants and harbor warehouses were aflame with the fires of progress. Whistles and horns bellowed thunderously from the decks of freighters and liners. There was something sweet to their tunes of arrival and departure. The shouts of stevedores echoed through the wharf’s cavernous outbuildings. In all its soot and sublimity, this was America.


From the murky piers of Boston, the family set forth to build a new life in their comfortable, two-story dwelling at 11 Locust Street. An American pastime readily apparent to the Speirs as they crossed Boston’s many intersections was an unbridled passion for shopping. A bright retail district consisted of an endless, splashy array of salesmen peddling every conceivable product—from ladies’ hosiery, to leather goods, to confections showcased in elaborate storefront displays. The festive color of Christmastime only enhanced the sparkling spectacle. The children were awestruck by the level of abundance and material wealth. Over 10,000 Bostonian merchants collectively employed some 66,000 workers. Ronnie’s sisters soon joined their ranks as department store clerks. Massive brick and mortar office structures were being erected even as long-standing New England mills relocated to southern states. A vibrant jazz scene materialized and could be heard on the city’s brand-new radio stations. Boston police arrested nearly a hundred citizens per day for defying Prohibition. A colorful underworld of speakeasies and black markets defined a bustling nightlife.16



[image: Image]

Bert and Ronnie at play. Courtesy of Martha Speirs




The family grew accustomed to Boston and its many accents. The children attended schools in their predominantly Scotch-Irish neighborhood while Robert steadily rose through the ranks of Hunt-Spiller. The Speirses attended services at Dorchester’s Pilgrim Church, and, according to one program booklet, Ronnie performed in a congregational play entitled “Hoot Mon.” In these surroundings, the boy slowly embraced the history of his adopted country. Boston, he came to understand, had played a pivotal role in the nation’s founding.17


Regrettably, the economic adversities of Europe seemingly followed the Speirses across the Atlantic. When the stock market crashed in October 1929, subsequent hardships compounded many of Boston’s preexisting dilemmas. Over 85,000 Bostonians—or a quarter of the city’s work force—were unemployed. The probability of layoffs or closure hounded the workers of Hunt-Spiller. The effects of the Depression rippled through every sphere of society, including railroad manufacturing.


Robert Speirs ostensibly avoided the direst consequences of the downturn. In the summer of 1934, he took Martha and Ronnie on a two-month sojourn back to Scotland on the MV Georgic to resolve an inheritance issue. The trio made the most of their travels, checking into a seasonal cottage at 14 Marine Place in Rothesay. Favorably situated at the water’s edge, the unpretentious bungalow provided a soothing retreat. The family also ventured to ancestral lands on the neighboring Isle of Arran, a destination graced with picturesque beaches and lochs.18


The parents and their youngest son departed their homeland in late July, returning to America on the Cunard–White Star Line’s MV Britannic on August 10. Deemed one of the last great ships from the golden age of passenger liners, the vessel was later adorned with camouflage patterns and antiaircraft guns to thwart German U-boats. In 1936, Martha conducted a solo trip to Scotland and returned on the equally deluxe Queen of Bermuda. Suffice it to say, most Americans could ill afford such pursuits at that time. As their children departed the household and began families of their own, Robert and Martha welcomed increased economic flexibility. They were not hesitant to embrace domestic or international travel as a result.19


By that time, Ronnie was a dark-haired teenager enrolled at the English High School on Montgomery Street. A stately structure of brick and stone with ornamental trim, the building resembled institutions of old Edinburgh. This landmark of higher learning left an indelible imprint on the life of Ronald Speirs. Here, he was more fully introduced to the traditions and prestige of the American military.


The English High School was the first public school in the nation, founded in 1821. The likes of financier J. P. Morgan and General Matthew Ridgway, future commander of the 82nd Airborne Division in World War II, attended the academy. The prestigious preparatory school was well-known and respected in Boston. Many of the students judiciously utilized their time at the English High School as a stepping-stone to West Point or Ivy League universities.20


A fellow student less favorably described the high school as “a gloomy pile of red brick sprawling the length of a bare street in Boston’s seedy South End.” Speirs joined a student body consisting of Armenians, African Americans, Chinese, Italians, Jews, Syrians, and local “Southies.” Pupils were daily herded through “the disinfectant-smelling corridors at eight in the morning,” remembered one enrollee. “It wasn’t a bad school,” he concluded. While the heterogeneous environment did not compel all students to interracial fellowship, the institution was emblematic of the melting pot ideal. Such institutions mapped an informal blueprint for the desegregated army Speirs would come to know so well.21


Military heritage and ethics weighed heavily in English High School curriculum. Established forty years after the American Revolution, the academy boasted administrators, faculty, and students who had donned uniforms in all the nation’s conflicts. In a school history book, these values were enshrined with the words of distinguished alumni. Albert Mann, an 1858 graduate and Civil War veteran, proclaimed, “All hail to the Stars and Stripes!… It symbolizes a free republic. It symbolizes a nation, not merely an aggregation of states.” Speirs, a boy who had immigrated to this new world only a decade prior, perhaps took these sentiments to heart.22


A half century later, Speirs reflected on this significant revelation. “My first experience with the military was in high school. Close order drill was taught by two regular army officers,” he recalled. “I selected infantry training because my mathematics was not good enough for artillery. Which turned out well for me because to me the infantry is the soul of the army.” Speirs relished the distinctive cadet uniform consisting of tall riding boots, epaulets, leather accoutrements, and stylish garrison caps. A large patch adorned with an “E” covered the left shoulder sleeve. One could not help but be swept up by the courtly pride.23


Speirs credited two officers with molding his early military sensibilities. Majors Joseph M. Driscoll and William H. Meanix instilled in him the value of discipline blended with spit and polish. Speirs maintained this ethos while he rose to comparable leadership roles. Dorchester native and English alum Driscoll served with renown as an officer in the 26th Infantry Division’s 101st Regiment. As a second lieutenant, Driscoll distinguished himself in the Third Battle of the Aisne in 1918. Meanwhile, Meanix was an ex–Harvard track star who won over 400 medals. A veteran of the Great War, Meanix later served as an English High School drill instructor from 1925 to 1955. Speirs embodied their traits of conviction and athleticism throughout his own storied career.


Recognizing Speirs’s promise, his mentors encouraged him to attend the Citizens’ Military Training Camp at Fort McKinley on Maine’s Great Diamond Island during summer breaks. With a Springfield rifle in hand, he marched around in itchy World War I surplus fatigues—dreaded puttees and all. The picturesque installation on Casco Bay nevertheless offered a welcome change of scenery in contrast to Speirs’s urban upbringing. During the academic year, the instructors facilitated “snappy exhibitions” of squad drills at the 101st Regiment’s armory. The school’s military program annually attended Boston drill competitions, which garnered many headlines in city periodicals. Swelling with a sense of accomplishment as he and fellow cadets paraded through downtown, Speirs appreciated the vitality of this martial lifestyle.24


During the spring of Ron’s sophomore year, shades of military glory were overshadowed by specters of potential war. In April 1935, turmoil beset the broader Boston area when students of Harvard’s Anti-War Strike Committee were arrested for distributing pacifist handbills to local high schoolers. “With the English High School Cadet Corps due to drill today,” reported the Boston Globe, “additional trouble is anticipated and police precautions have been taken.” High schools were guarded by club-wielding officers to protect the pupils from “propaganda.” The balancing of military pageantry and pacifism proved a difficult task in this interwar age of isolationism. Such were the issues at stake while Speirs pondered professional options.25
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The English High School. Courtesy of the City of Boston Archives




The young man further contemplated the issues of society as an active member of the Current Events Club. According to Speirs’s yearbook, the “Current Events Club helps these voters of the future to think clearly, coherently, and truthfully about questions which may well affect the future of our nation and of the nations of the world.” The fostering of skills in critical analysis later served Speirs well as an officer gathering and deciphering frontline intelligence. Intellectual curiosity, however, was not likely Speirs’s dominating attribute. His nickname among classmates was “Jock,” due to his well-known athletic prowess. He robustly demonstrated these skills in a victorious season on the basketball and track teams. In the senior superlatives, his demeanor was plainly described as, “He means well.”26


Although Speirs wished to attend business school, he vaguely charted his ambitions “to be successful,” as he was quoted in his yearbook. The eighteen-year-old was torn between inclinations of service and profit. Army life was appealing, but apparently not as alluring as fiscal stability. No uniform was as attractive as a healthy bank account. He thus opted for a white collar existence—an occupational pursuance to be of surprisingly short duration.27


Ron graduated from the English High School in June 1938. International strife was rampant at the time. In China, the soldiers of Chiang Kai-shek’s National Revolutionary Army initiated a months-long defense of Wuhan against fierce Japanese invaders. In Munich, dogmatic sycophants of the Third Reich plundered and laid waste to one of the city’s largest synagogues—foreshadowing bloodier pogroms to come. Even as the world erupted into flames, Americans principally retained the convictions of seclusion. Sour recollections of the First World War and heightened pessimism regarding intervention in foreign affairs guided this aloof mindset.28


On Halloween Eve 1940, America’s divisive attitudes were prominently addressed twenty minutes from the Speirses’ front porch. President Franklin Roosevelt travelled to Boston to deliver a major speech in his bid to attain an unparalleled third term. Some 20,000 FDR supporters jammed into the massive sporting venue at Boston Garden on Causeway Street. A horde of a half-million sightseers surged into the city to catch a glimpse of the presidential motorcade.29



[image: Image]

1938 graduation. Courtesy of the English High School




Within the overcrowded, steamy auditorium, Roosevelt’s oratory reflected the nation’s bipolar attitudes on war. The “unprecedented dangers require unprecedented action to guard the peace of America against unprecedented threats,” he warned. “The tragedies of this distracted world have weighed heavily upon us all.” The president then indicated his ambitions to keep the nation’s sons removed from armed conflict. His rapt audience responded with thunderous applause. FDR’s words nonetheless reflected heavily on the necessities of strong national defense and selective service. The issue of conscription especially was one which would weigh heavily on Ron’s future.30


While the pall of war hung over Europe, Speirs initiated the next chapter of his life. Shortly after graduation, Ron enrolled in finance courses at Bentley College, a newer university on Boylston Street, located not far from the Boston Public Garden. The Speirs family now resided at 98 Bigelow Street in the suburb of Brighton. The neighborhood was quaint and clean, lined with attractive homes and manicured yards. Robert had obviously done well for himself, even as countless factory workers fell on hard times. The patriarch soon retired, having supported his family during the worst economic calamity of the century.


Ron’s classes and eventual accounting certificate proved worthwhile. In short order, Speirs earned a position at the Employer’s Group Insurance Company on 110 Milk Street. Working out of Boston’s thirteen-story Samuel Appleton Building near the heart of the Financial District, Speirs grew accustomed to the hustle of his clerical surroundings. He was twenty-one and well-equipped to climb the social ladder. His brother, Bert, found similarly gainful employment as a cashier at a savings bank. Sister Dorothy secured a position at a millinery factory. Like his siblings, Ron embraced the potentials of the new decade as longstanding woes of the Great Depression gradually diminished.31


Once he turned the designated age, Speirs completed his Draft Registration Card. His height was recorded at a modest 5'8", and he weighed 152 pounds. One year prior, Army Chief of Staff George C. Marshall endorsed conscription and informed Life magazine that “some form of compulsory selective service and training [is] essential to our system of national defense.” One third of Americans remained opposed to the measures, fearing such resolutions could lead to dictatorship. Secretary of War Henry Stimson incorporated tough, forbidding rhetoric in his pleas of support to congress. “There is a very grave danger of attack on the United States if England falls,” he warned.32


Males between the ages of twenty-one and forty-five were required to register. One could preempt conscription by enlisting voluntarily, thereby averting the draft and expediting the annoyance of military service. This strategy was employed by Speirs’s future superior, Dick Winters, in the prewar months. “I decided to volunteer for the army at this time and not wait until my draft number was pulled,” he admitted. “I would fulfill that obligation and then be free of a commitment to the army.” Bert followed the same path, enlisting in the peacetime army on January 16, 1941. Ron opted for the alternative route. Despite his previous military training, he was not willing to abandon his comfortable desk job until Uncle Sam demanded he do so. A subsequent iteration of the draft obligated Robert Sr. to register as well, even though he was sixty years of age. Desperate times indeed called for desperate measures.33


Tensions then unexpectedly escalated. On an otherwise quiet Sunday afternoon, the Speirs household was jolted by horrifying news crackling over the airwaves. Ears were glued to the console radio in the parlor as word of the premeditated Japanese attack on Hawaii echoed from the speakers. Bostonians who had just departed religious services promptly returned to offer prayers for the fallen of December 7, 1941. “After Pearl Harbor, nothing felt the same,” recalled future Speirs subordinate Darrell Powers. “Lots of fellas straightaway quit whatever they were doing and enlisted. Seemed a man never felt more patriotic than just then. Wherever you looked, wherever you went, folks was flying the American flag.”34


The people of Boston felt apprehension as well as pride. The ripple effects of Pearl Harbor were immediately resonant. Headlines of the following weeks provided worrisome insight into those trying times. “An attempt to blow up a building at the Charlestown Navy Yard on the day the United States declared war against Japan was among unnumbered sabotage efforts,” reported the Globe on December 23. William Patrick Collins, a forty-two-year-old yard worker, admitted to severing a power line capable of leveling multiple buildings and killing untold coworkers. Robert Speirs was surely content to be removed from the city’s industrial scene. In any case, Boston manufacturing centers became key components of Franklin Roosevelt’s eminent “Arsenal of Democracy.”35


Bert had been in the service for nearly one year when war erupted in the Pacific. Like many active duty troops, he was soon dispatched to that rugged theater of operation. As a member of the Army Air Corps, the twenty-five-year-old airman served with distinction in the coming “Island Hopping” campaigns. He and his little brother would not see each other for several years. Similar to his younger sibling, Bert found a home in the military, fought in subsequent conflicts, and likewise rose to the rank of lieutenant colonel.


Notions of separation heightened in early 1942 when a Manila envelope slid into the Speirses’ postbox on Bigelow Street. The official-looking mail was addressed to Ronald. He immediately knew what the envelope’s contents portended. A bold typeface heading the announcement within stated, “ORDER TO REPORT FOR INDUCTION.” Like the majority of Americans to serve in the Second World War, Speirs received his draft notice. The letter concluded, “Willful failure to report promptly to the local board at the hour and on the day named in this notice is a violation of the Selective Service Training and Service Act of 1940.” Violators were subject to imprisonment. Ron did not hesitate.


After conferring with his local board, Speirs was granted a brief reprieve, however. “When World War II started,” he later recalled, “I was drafted but was deferred for two months to finish my extension courses.” Wishing to build off his preliminary military exposure at the English High School, the accountant desired to enter the ranks of the United States Army as a second lieutenant. Supplemental classwork prior to active duty permitted him to achieve that aim. Ron was confident his abilities as a former cadet, a star athlete, and an employee of the corporate world prepared him for the officer class. Higher powers evidently agreed. Ronald C. Speirs formally entered the service in April 1942. He was just days shy of his twenty-second birthday.36


Ron set off by train to more rigorous phases of military initiation. He was bound for a region more foreign and peculiar than his native Scotland.





The troop column steadily marched past a line of scruffy pine trees. A dusty cloud of reddish Mississippi haze sifted into the air as hundreds of feet kicked up arid earth. The blue denim fatigues of the American soldiers were saturated with the heavy sweat of an afternoon hike. Little water was to be found in the men’s clanking canteens. Troops swatted at mosquitoes with greater frequency than they cursed their sore feet. The humidity of the desolate countryside was oppressive beyond words, especially for Ronald Speirs—a Bostonian who had rarely felt heat as such in the month of April.


Speirs’s first Army home was Camp Shelby, located outside Hattiesburg, Mississippi. As he had hoped, extension courses completed in Massachusetts weeks earlier allowed him to enter the service as a second lieutenant. He was among 700 officers and 15,000 enlisted men who arrived at Shelby in the spring of 1942. Speirs was assigned to the 339th Infantry Regiment of the 85th Infantry Division—better known as the “Custer Division.” Speirs and an advance cadre of officers arrived at the installation prior to an even greater influx of raw trainees.37


From the outset of his officer days, Speirs possessed a natural ability to command a situation. Despite his spell as an office dweller after high school, he swiftly readjusted to the norms and expectations of garrison life. In those days of conversion, Speirs was grateful for the wisdom previously imparted by Majors Driscoll and Meanix. As Meanix often said, “A man must have speed.” Adept capacities to analyze, strategize, react, and move are basic precepts of military management. Speirs concurred with future superior Dick Winters that physical strength was the cornerstone of all leadership. Without stamina and swiftness, one could not effectively rule with respect. With those tenets in mind, Speirs drove his men—hard. He encouraged his non-commissioned officers to embrace a similar drive. Only by chiseling the men in the sultry pinelands of Mississippi could he empower them with battlefield agility.38


His division commander agreed. “We have a lot of hard work ahead of us, but we are ready for it,” declared General Wade Haislip that April. “We would like a minimum of a year of complete training for the 85th Division, but that is not for us to say. In the last war, men were sent abroad who had been trained virtually not at all, and we hope that we won’t have to do the same thing in this war.” On the matter of incoming recruits, Haislip offered words of caution: “They will be pouring in from all directions, and we are going to have to be ready to take care of them.”39


Weeks later, Speirs and fellow officers assembled for the formal reactivation of the “Polar Bear Regiment.” The 339th Regiment was so named because of its history in the North Russia intervention following World War I. To mark the occasion, the regiment’s former colonel, Joel Moore, rechristened his old outfit. Standing with dignified poise before the officers, Moore bequeathed relics of bygone campaigns. They included unit colors, a bayonet from Russia, and a captured Bolshevik rifle. When Moore presented the dagger, he exclaimed, “Let this bayonet remind you ever of the full meaning of the motto of this regiment, The Bayonet Decides.” The artifacts were thereafter displayed with honor at regimental headquarters.


As Speirs had learned at the English High School, tradition was central to identity. A sense of heritage was key in determining advancement. In concluding the commemorative exercise, Colonel Donald Stroh announced, “We are in a combat division about to begin its training for participation in the greatest war in history. We are playing big league ball against the toughest opposition the United States has ever faced.”40


The program occurred on the sixth of June. Exactly two years later, Speirs would confront the enemy for the first time. In the interim, committed preparation was the order of every day. That June, General O. W. Griswold outlined the stakes while his troops assembled for maneuvers into the outlying wilderness. “The enemy is bent on destroying everything on which it lays its hands,” he exhorted. “We are building—building something that can never be taken from you—knowledge.”41


Although Speirs occasionally rewarded himself with short leaves to Florida, the outset of his tenure at Camp Shelby was marked by widespread frustration among many enlisted men. Their paltry pay amounted to a monthly salary of twenty-one dollars. If the war was meant to preserve democracy, some argued, the wages to fight it hardly seemed democratic. That summer, however, monthly income was increased to the princely sum of fifty dollars. Morale was equally uplifted. “I am glad to be doing my bit for my country,” exclaimed one Shelby trainee, “but making only twenty-one dollars a month, how much can you send home? Now it’s better! I can help the folks at home and still have a little money for cigarettes.” Speirs thus contended with far less bickering from his rookie platoon.42


Means of financial promotion were similarly on the ex-accountant’s mind. An appealing prospect for economic cushioning arrived less than two months after Speirs’s entry at Camp Shelby. The creation of the 506th Parachute Infantry Regiment (PIR) at Camp Toombs in northern Georgia presented opportunities of distinction and increased wealth. Paratroopers flaunted exclusive silver wings on their chests and strutted with coveted jump boots on their feet. They were a sight to behold. Their bravado was seemingly unmatched. Even so, the advent of elite airborne forces presented perils as well as perks. Troopers, alongside their gliderborne brethren, were far more vulnerable to injury or traumatic death during training.


A noteworthy incentive for qualified applicants was an additional fifty-dollar-per-month enticement, gloomily categorized as “hazardous duty pay.” That rewarding dividend was double for commissioned officers. Speirs leapt at the potential for advancement and volunteered for the airborne. The lieutenant soon departed the 85th Division, which was fated for its own trials on the battlefields of Italy. Speirs crammed his duffel bag and set out for Stephens County, Georgia.43


Formally activated on July 20, 1942, Camp Toombs (later renamed Camp Toccoa) was rustic and isolated. The austere location was rife with mud, flooding, and vermin. As the harshness of summer training commenced, Speirs was assigned to Company C, or Charlie Company, of the 506th Regiment. His officer accommodations were subpar in contrast to his Shelby quarters, but he had little difficulty falling asleep each night. The rigors of his daily routine ensured as much. Speirs was joined by nearly 7,000 headstrong applicants vying for the prized status of paratrooper. The lieutenant would stand among the 2,000 finalists who endured the torments of training. “Anybody that was born to quit could get out,” observed comrade Carwood Lipton. A predominant means of separating the wheat from the chaff entailed cringe-worthy three-mile runs up the circuitous slopes of Currahee Mountain.44


The landform towered above the ramshackle camp as a constant reminder of physical demands. Punishing non-stop round trips were often executed before breakfast. Speirs could complete the trek in about forty-five minutes. Goldbricks and less energetic soldiers were automatically rotated to other units. The end result was an uncommon esprit de corps among the durable survivors. The fortitude exhibited by those who repetitively conquered the 1,700-foot mountain remains ingrained in the regiment’s motto: Currahee! Long after the war, the phrase carried deep resonance for Speirs. The word and its symbolism were foundational to his career as a tested officer.45


“I remember Speirs while we were at Toccoa,” veteran Joe Reed noted. “I remember him like it was yesterday. He was a competitor. Always competing…. I was in great shape and had a pretty easy time of running it. On one particular day, Speirs and I happened to be running Currahee at the same time,” recalled Reed. “I realized right away that Speirs wanted to race me. I kept looking back, and there he was. I got to the top and quickly proceeded back down the mountain. Speirs was still behind me. I crossed the finish line and felt great. Speirs followed a short time later, coughing and wheezing from his effort to keep up with me. After catching his breath, he gave me a respectful nod of his head and a smile, and went on his way. I’ll never forget that day.”46


Currahee Mountain was not the sole impediment standing between Speirs and his highly-desired jump wings. Exercises of every conceivable order were incorporated into the laborious training. Atlanta Constitution reporter Lamar Ball was among select outsiders to gain detailed understanding of camp happenings. A “falling paratrooper today is usually first-class indication that the battle is just about to begin,” Ball reported. “These men who jump out of airplanes today are under undeniable orders to hit the ground at a certain spot and to start work immediately.” Each time these passengers vaulted from a C-47, they stared death in the eye.47


Speirs’s regimental commander, Colonel Robert F. Sink, was a thirty-seven-year-old West Pointer characterized as “tall, lithe, grim-jawed.” Though nearly two decades older than many subordinates, Sink possessed the same temerity as his underlings. “He can jump, turn flips, run, and walk across the hand bars right along with any of the younger men,” Ball observed. “He’s a rigid taskmaster, but his men worship him. He won’t admit it, but he worships any man who can do a good job.” There were no suitable substitutes for excellence and endurance. Sink did not expect his men to carry out a task he himself could not complete. Speirs greatly admired this philosophy. A quartermaster lieutenant observed of his paratrooper guests, “I don’t see how they stand up under it—they’re a remarkable bunch of young men.”48


Widely-read Louis Sobol, a columnist for Hearst newspapers, offered similar accolades for Speirs’s Toccoa companions. He also described a stomach-churning obstacle course abhorred by the regiment. “They crawled through hog entrails to accustom themselves to the smell and nausea of rotting bodies,” noted Sobol. “They wield knives at pig stickings to get used to blood. They creep under live machinegun fire that could quickly change a careless soldier’s status to casualty.” The unsavory maze of viscera was cold-heartedly known as the “Hawg Innards Problem.” Sadly, the sight of spilt blood was to become nothing abnormal for the battle-bound troopers.49


Rancid gore aside, Vernon Coble of Speirs’s Charlie Company was ecstatic over his assignment. “This outfit is tops with me and it has plenty of excitement. If anybody wants thrills he should be in it,” he wrote to folks in Missouri. “You must have an average or better IQ and must pass a very rigid physical examination. Seven of us came down from Jefferson Barracks, there are just two of us left. I consider myself lucky.” Coble boasted of his company’s holding the record for the Currahee climb, having completed the round trip in just forty-three minutes. “After that we have two hours of boxing, wrestling, Ju-Jitsu, rope climbing, tumbling, and other things needed to make us a hardy outfit.” He and his buddies trained “with almost every form of firearm and are taught to operate every make of transportation from a locomotive to a bicycle.” Every manner of tactical scenario was taken into account and rehearsed. Nothing was left to chance.50


Days after Thanksgiving 1942, Speirs’s battalion departed by train for Fort Benning. The base near Columbus, Georgia, comprised nearly 200,000 acres. A birthplace of Officer Candidate School, the site was also a major staging area for paratroopers and included 250-foot jump towers. Due to the continued rigors of training, a spirit of superiority materialized. A “definite airborne type began to emerge,” the division history recorded.51


Mirroring Speirs’s apparent enthusiasm for parachuting, Captain Don Pay of Montana expressed a “jump happy” sensation each time he leapt from a plane’s rear personnel door. The sudden rush of adrenaline proved exhilarating. In a December 1942 letter to his father, Pay explained, “We stand in line awaiting to get into the plane, impatient, yet dreading the final moments. After takeoff the jumpmaster issues instructions and asks if there are any questions. There are none—in fact, no one is making a sound. Someone nervously lights a cigarette, trying to look unconcerned, but you know he’s more scared than he has ever been in his life.”


“Stand up!” screeched the jumpmaster.


Pay’s quivering legs felt like Jell-O while the aircraft swayed up and down. He was unsure if he could support his own weight. The captain attempted to steady himself as he took hold of the anchor line.


“Hook up!” The passengers obeyed the command with robotic precision.


“The time has come—that dreaded moment,” admitted Pay, “but suddenly you feel calm and alert, you are no longer shaking, but are anxious to get to the door, waiting tensely for that slap on the leg when the jumpmaster yells ‘Go!’ ” The command was music to the ears.


The officer darted from the plane and suddenly felt as if he were a bird. His feet locked together as both hands braced themselves on the reserve chute strapped to his chest.


“One thousand, two thousand…,” he muttered to himself.


With an immediate jolt, his parachute blossomed like a massive white flower. He felt as if he were riding a swinging pendulum. “Suddenly you hit and you are on the ground. You roll over and grasp the suspension line and collapse the canopy, unsnap the harness and crawl out.” Regardless of his nascent fear, Pay found each jump more intoxicating than the last. “To describe it accurately is impossible,” he confessed. “I think it is great and I’m crazy about it.”52


The following months were a roller coaster of transfers and maneuvers for Speirs and company. By May 1943, the regiment—still without a division under which to fly its flag—was stationed at Camp Mackall, North Carolina. The site was a considerable upgrade from the primitive conditions of Toccoa. There remained a degree of speculation as to the outfit’s future, however. “We knew we were going somewhere,” admitted J. B. Stokes, “but at that point we didn’t know whether it would be Europe or the Pacific.”53


Consternation eased on June 10, 1943, when the 506th Parachute Infantry Regiment was officially assigned to the 101st Airborne Division. In subsequent Tennessee exercises, the outfit exhibited no complications in demonstrating its pluck. During a press conference covering the maneuvers, General Lesley McNair candidly admitted of the troopers, “They, like the Rangers, are our problem children. They make a lot of money and they know they’re good. This makes them a little temperamental but they’re real soldiers.”54


Comradeship was further imbued when the division shifted to Fort Bragg, North Carolina. In nearby Fayetteville, a favorite recreational sport of the 101st Division’s “Screaming Eagles” was to seek libation at a watering hole affectionately named the “Town Pump.” There, clashes erupted with members of the rival 82nd Airborne Division, glider troops, and GIs of other outfits. Brawling between the disparate enlisted men persisted until their common enemy, Military Police, arrived to quell the uproar. “Even the use of tear gas had only a slightly quieting effect on proceedings,” one paratrooper recalled.55


In late August, Speirs’s regiment was summoned to Camp Shanks, only thirty miles upriver from New York City. An imminent journey to Europe became a foregone conclusion. Following a long list of preparatory tasks, the outfit set sail on the SS Samaria the first week of September. Troops were packed into the old, grungy Cunard Line ship like sardines. The Samaria was part of a 115-ship convoy bound for England. Private David Webster, later to serve in Speirs’s company, penned a lengthy letter to his nephew detailing the thrills and discomforts of hitting the high seas. “If you ever sail on a troopship—and I pray you won’t,” Webster wrote, “I suggest that you buy yourself several cakes of saltwater soap, a dozen sets of underwear, a solid aluminum mess kit, and several interesting books.”


The journey was a bothersome adventure. The sights and smells of the calm ocean waves were invigorating. The same could not be said of the cramped confines below deck. “The coffee was horrible,” added Webster. “Etiquette was abandoned and the grabbing at the table became so unbelievably ferocious that the Samaria took on the air of a floating madhouse.” Cabin fever at last subsided when, after an otherwise uneventful ten-day journey, the regiment anchored in the scrambling port of Liverpool on the fifteenth of September.56


The place was strangely familiar to Speirs. The ships, buildings, and flurry of maritime activity along the River Mersey seemed like a distant memory from a long-forgotten dream. Unlike most of his fellow passengers, the lieutenant was not a complete stranger to Liverpool. From this same location, Ron and his family had departed for America nineteen years earlier. There was a poetic irony to the moment. In 1924, the Speirs family sought to escape hardship and establish new lives. Now, the youngest son had returned as part of a great endeavor to help ensure liberties to the besieged people of Europe. Additionally, months before he was baptized into the chaos of combat, Speirs’s life took another unexpected turn. In the realm of quaint English society, he was to discover his first true love.










CHAPTER TWO Over There



The muddy airfield in Berkshire was strewn with fresh hay to spare its dignified guests a trek through the mire. The pungent aroma of cow manure from adjacent pastures could be faintly scented. The day was moderately overcast, and a biting spring chill compelled many officers to sport their snug Mackinaw coats. A swarm of C-47s hummed on the far horizon. Endless rows of spit and polish paratroopers stood attentive as the royal blue guidons of each company snapped in a steady breeze. Appareled in a fresh uniform and necktie, Ronald Speirs calmly stood at ease before his platoon. The date was March 23, 1944. For the gung-ho members of the 101st Airborne Division, the day’s elaborate reviews and demonstrations were more noteworthy than most.


A grimy staff car darted up the nearby lane and jolted to a stop. The celebrity callers had at last arrived. A cane in one hand, leather gloves in the other, crowned with his iconic bowler hat, Winston Churchill gently plopped from the backseat. General Dwight Eisenhower, wrapped in a suave officer’s jacket, paced diplomatically behind the stogie-chomping prime minister. The crackle of camera flash bulbs and the buzz of motion picture cameras broke the silence. The division band trumpeted its processional tunes. Churchill relished being in the field. Removed from the constant rattle of typewriters and telephones, he felt at ease whilst among the men—mud or not.1


Churchill and Eisenhower casually sauntered up and down the rows of alert airborne men. Speirs’s helmeted head slowly pivoted, following the prime minister and supreme commander as they swaggered by. The duo bid warm nods and brief gestures to random soldiers in the ranks. Perched atop a platform facing First Battalion’s rigid formation, Churchill declared, “It is with feelings of emotion and of profound encouragement that I have the honor to review you here today. In these weeks which are passing so swiftly, I see gathered here on English soil these soldiers of our great American ally preparing themselves to strike a blow for a cause which is a greater cause than either of the two countries have ever fought for.” Churchill concluded with a profession of courage: “Now brace yourselves for a struggle which I am bound to say you can approach with feelings of utmost confidence and resolution.” The troopers thereafter cleared the field, making way for the massive deluge of parachutists soon to land from planes above.2


OEBPS/e9781684512843/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781684512843/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781684512843/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781684512843/images/f0008-01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781684512843/images/f0012-01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781684512843/fonts/Roboto-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781684512843/fonts/Roboto-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781684512843/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781684512843/xhtml/nav.xhtml




CONTENTS





		Cover



		Title Page



		Map



		Dedication



		Foreword



		Prologue



		Introduction



		Chapter One: Over Here



		Chapter Two: Over There



		Chapter Three: Days of Destiny



		Chapter Four: Killer



		Chapter Five: Never Give Up



		Chapter Six: Embattled Platoon



		Chapter Seven: Lucky Lieutenant



		Chapter Eight: Unholy Nights



		Chapter Nine: Roads to the Reich



		Chapter Ten: The Mountaintop



		Chapter Eleven: Cold Warrior



		Chapter Twelve: Sparky



		Acknowledgements



		About the Authors



		Notes



		Bibliography



		Index



		Copyright











Guide





		Cover



		Start of Content



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Foreword



		Introduction



		Prologue



		Acknowledgments



		About the Authors



		Notes



		Bibliography



		Index



		Copyright













		I



		II



		III



		VI



		VII



		VIII



		X



		XI



		XII



		XIII



		XIV



		XV



		XVI



		XVII



		XVIII



		XIX



		XX



		XXI



		XXII



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346











OEBPS/e9781684512843/images/f000x-01.jpg
Z< HOLLAND

0
Map by Jared Frederick m———
Distance in Miles

e EURDPEAN THEATER
Nijmegezl %
o Oxford Veghele A
e '} OPERMTIONS ===
N dbo.urne London ) Eindhbven o
] Antwerp
Uop ohterg Rambur.yl’ortsmouth ®Brussels RONALD SPHRS ... .
g Celais S Cologae 56t PARACHUTE INFANTRY REGINENT
R 1015t AIRBORNE DIVISION
Bl 5o
o> - SPRING 1944 - FALL 1343
Amiens
Cherbourg :
¢\ LeHavre MBOURG
G o\St. Marierdu-Mont FRANCE GERMANY
Q Carentan Reims Drulinean
Sainte-Mére-Eglise ) $ nEen o
Paris [ Haguenau e )
U Camp Mourmelon Hothste tt. Stuttgart  Ulm
. .
COMBAT QVERVIEW Mur.nch
June-July 1944: Normandy Joigny Landsberg am Lech @
September-November 1944: Holland A Berchtesgaden
December 1944-January 1945: Belgium Q
- . °
e February-May 1945: Eastern France and Germany A Y ewseel
AUSTRIA Kaprun
75 150 SWITZERLAND






OEBPS/e9781684512843/images/9781684512843.jpg
FOREWORD BY CAPT. DALE DYE, USMC (RET.)

THE TRUE STORY OF RONALD SPEIRS AND HIS
BAND OF BROTHERS

JARED FREDERICK & ERIK DORR





OEBPS/e9781684512843/images/f0013-01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781684512843/images/title.jpg
FIERCE#VALOR

THE TRUE STORY OF RONALD SPEIRS AND HIS
BAND OF BROTHERS

JARED FREDERICK & ERIK DORR

FOREWORD BY CAPT. DALE DYE, USMC (RET.)

il
21





OEBPS/e9781684512843/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


