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Praise for Angels Against the Sun





“General Douglas MacArthur, driven from the Philippines at the start of World War II, famously vowed to return—and James M. Fenelon has captured that epic slugfest in magnificent detail. In his extraordinary new book Angels Against the Sun, Fenelon drops readers into the heart of the fight in a story filled with banzai charges, jungle warfare, and the block-by-block battle to retake Manila, the former Pearl of the Orient. His laser focus on the story of the 11th Airborne Division illuminates the commanders and the grunts who battled not only a fanatical enemy but also the sweltering tropical landscape, insects, and disease. Angels Against the Sun is both a testament to the fortitude of these daring soldiers as well as a helluva great read.”


— James M. Scott, Pulitzer Prize finalist and author of Black Snow and Rampage


“This fast-paced narrative effectively blends the real-world paratrooper perspective of the author with a valuable assortment of historical records, resulting in a gripping tale that sheds light on an outfit whose deeds have too often been neglected.”


— Jared Frederick, co-author of Fierce Valor: The True Story of Ronald Speirs and His Band of Brothers


“A riveting, superb account of extraordinarily courageous American airborne troops in some of the toughest fighting of the Pacific War.”


— Alex Kershaw, author of Against All Odds and The Longest Winter


“A fierce must-read for any history buff! The 11th Airborne Division are the forgotten paratroopers of WWII. While other parachute units fought in Europe as welcoming liberators, James Fenelon describes how the 11th Airborne slugged it out against a fanatical enemy in the Philippine jungles. This book is for any WWII enthusiast who wants to discover the little known history of those who wore jump wings and glider badges in the Pacific.”


—Andrew Biggio, bestselling author of The Rifle
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To the lost











Fiery the Angels rose, and as they rose deep thunder roll’d around their shores, indignant, burning…


—William Blake, “America: A Prophecy”
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A Note to Readers May You Beat Your Dog Tags Home



On a gray morning in May of 1944, the equally gray SS Sea Pike slipped her moorings in San Francisco Bay. The lumbering liberty ship glided past Alcatraz Island, then picked up steam as she passed under the Golden Gate Bridge. Soldiers crowded the decks, craning for a view of the waking city. They were sailing across the Pacific, away from their homes and their families, to islands most of them had never heard of, much less ever wanted to visit. They were destined to wage war across inhospitable terrain, where they’d battle rain, heat, mud, disease, insects, leeches, rats—the very jungle itself—and, of course, the Imperial Japanese Army.


The United States fielded twenty-seven divisions in the Pacific: six from the Marine Corps and twenty-one from the Army. This book is about one of them: the Army’s 11th Airborne Division—nicknamed the Angels. It is an account of the troopers’ daily lives: the follies of youth, the oddities of Army life, the consequences of both inspiring and poor leadership, as well as the tribulations of jungle warfare and the desperation to survive amid the clatter of machineguns and the crump of hand grenades.


The 11th Airborne Division’s campaigns were spearheaded by squads and platoons engaging the enemy at extremely close ranges. This book chronicles those brutal slugging matches between small units fighting in terrain that often reduced the efficacy of modern weapons. Neither side gave quarter in what was close to a war of annihilation, and I made no effort to shelter readers from the resulting ferocity. If we want to understand what is asked of men and women serving in uniform, we ought to feel strongly about knowing what they endure. Time and distance provide a comfortable gap from which passing judgement is easy, as is underestimating the stresses of no sleep, little food, a relentless enemy, and an overwhelming desire to make it home. I invite readers to immerse themselves in the complicated nuances of the Pacific War from the perspectives and experiences of the American infantrymen whose boots were calf-deep in the mud. Theirs was a journey of discovery, privation, terror, hate, and ultimately, heartbreaking transformation.


This is a work of nonfiction. Anything between quotation marks, as well as all italicized thoughts, come from a letter, diary, memoir, interview, or other historical document. Period and veteran accounts use the language of the day, and I have not edited them for content. Extensive information on sources can be found in the endnotes.


Some notes about conventions: this book uses the twenty-four-hour military clock to avoid confusion between morning and afternoon. For instance, 11:00 a.m. is 11:00; 11:00 p.m. is 23:00. When referring to the US Army Air Forces (which changed its name from the US Army Air Corps in mid-1941), I use the shorted, modern term “Air Force” instead of the period-correct plural Air Forces.


As I put the final touches on this manuscript, the US Army announced the reformation of the 11th Airborne Division. They’ll serve as arctic warfare specialists in climates and conditions far removed from the tropical crucible where the division’s history was forged. I know they’ll accomplish their mission with the same dash and dedication as did their World War II forebearers.


James M. Fenelon


Texas, 2022










Prologue


Leyte Island, Philippines. 10:00, Monday morning, November 27, 1944



The single-file column of American paratroopers trudged down a narrow jungle trail thick with ankle-deep mud. The vegetation gleamed green under an incessant drizzle that had turned the track into a quagmire and made every step a chore. Hunched against the weight of their packs, they were a staggered line of olive-clad sameness, their helmets and equipment making one man indistinguishable from the next.


It was their first patrol into enemy territory, and they were on edge. Each man eyed the dense vegetation on both sides of the trail; it was a mottled emerald wall, uncomfortably close—almost claustrophobically so—and ideal concealment for an ambush.


Every sound or movement drew their attention. The mystique of their adversaries’ jungle fighting prowess was built on years of battlefield success and effective propaganda. The Japanese—the fabled supermen of Asia who survived for days on a ball of rice, carried samurai swords, and were merciless in victory—were infamous for their cunning use of camouflage and surprise attacks. It was easy to imagine them lurking in the shadows, like jaguars waiting to pounce.


Private Norman Honie, a twenty-year-old Hopi Indian from Arizona, led the column downhill toward a small clearing on the edge of a river. Before stepping out from the undergrowth, he took a knee and slowly raised his rifle. After years of training for and anticipating this very moment, there they were: two Japanese soldiers crouching just a few dozen feet away on the riverbank, washing their clothes.


Honie’s squad leader, Sergeant Mike Olivetti, signaled to the men behind him: enemy sighted. He then hunched his way back down the line to Lieutenant James E. Wylie, reporting the pair of Japanese up front.


“Kill the sons of bitches and move the column forward,” said the lieutenant without hesitation. Behind them was Charlie Company’s full complement of more than a hundred and thirty men, and he wanted to keep them moving. But when the column halted, the men plunked down like a row of dominos. Burdened with full packs, rifles, mortars, machine guns, and as much ammunition as possible, any pause was an opportunity to get off their feet.


Olivetti nodded and reversed his route.


A minute later, the Pop! Pop! of two shots ring out. They were followed almost immediately by an unexpected barrage of rifle fire.


What’s happening? Is it an ambush? Wylie and the men up the trail had no idea. Honie, clutching a bleeding wound, stumbled past. He didn’t stop to answer questions; he kept moving down the line of wide-eyed troopers, in search of a medic.


Wylie yelled his men into action. The next squad dropped their packs, grabbed a few extra bandoleers of ammunition, and charged into the clearing. There, they found men sheltering behind stumps and fallen trees. Olivetti lay in a heap, dead.


Sergeant Colbert Renfroe threw himself to the ground and squeezed off a few shots at the far bank. He couldn’t see the enemy, but the incoming fire snapped in from that direction. He knew the Japanese used smokeless powder in their ammunition, and the lack of muzzle flashes made them almost invisible in the thick undergrowth.


All around Renfroe, men were getting hit. Lieutenant Wylie was the next to die.


Troopers started leapfrogging back toward the trail but were cut down by bursts of machinegun fire. Renfroe glanced at several of his comrades hesitating on the high ground, but when he looked back again, they were gone. With the Japanese advancing on both flanks, the main column had withdrawn farther up the hill. Seizing the opportunity, Japanese troops occupied the hill and set up a second machinegun to block the isolated troopers’ escape route. The American company was now split in two.


With Wylie lying dead a few feet away, Platoon Sergeant Elton Henry took charge of the unfolding disaster. He rallied the remaining men into a circular perimeter to defend the small clearing.


They held off the attackers but were soon running out of ammunition. With most of his men wounded or killed, and no sign of reinforcements, Henry’s choices were simple: stay put and die, or risk a bullet in the back while escaping the growing enemy encirclement. He chose to run.


The closest cover was across the river where the heavily overgrown bank provided better concealment. Following Henry’s order, Renfroe, who’d been hit twice in the legs and once in the back, splashed across the stream. Halfway across, he took shelter on a small spit of dirt to help his friend, Bob Godwin. Godwin had been shot in the head, and Renfroe tried in vain to stem the bleeding. The two men had enlisted together back home in Georgia; Godwin’s death was a personal tragedy, but there was no time to mourn. Renfroe slid back into the water, joining several other troopers wading their way to the far bank. The first of their group scrambled up onto a rock and was shot in the chest. As the dead man pitched back into the water, the troopers abandoned that route and threw themselves downstream.


Riding the current, Private Newton Terry’s conscience gnawed at him. In the melee, he had abandoned a badly wounded comrade, Francis Perez. Perez, not wanting to be taken alive, had begged to be shot, but Terry couldn’t do it. Horror stories of Japanese atrocities flashed through his mind—there was no telling what would happen to the helpless Perez. It was too much for Terry to stomach, and as the rest of his battered platoon slipped away downstream, he waded back against the current to find his friend. It was the last anyone ever saw of him or Perez.





MEANWHILE, BACK ON THE HILL, the rest of Charlie Company had dropped their packs at the sound of gunfire. Unsure of what was happening at the front of the column, they moved forward. Private George Floersch’s squad started toward the clearing—just as the shout of “Grenade!” sent everyone diving for cover.


The blast occurred simultaneously with the warning. A trooper staggered back up the trail screaming, his face and torso a bloody mess of shrapnel and gravel.


Floersch glimpsed movement to his left. He snapped his rifle up and squeezed the trigger.


“I got one, Dutch, I got one!” he yelled to Herman ‘Dutch’ Wagner. Floersch’s adrenaline surged, and he later recalled feeling “giddy with excitement.”


Japanese troops were flanking them. The squad tried to reach their buddies in the clearing, but enemy movement on their left brought them to a halt.


“There were so many Japs that I couldn’t shoot fast enough,” recalled Floersch. “I couldn’t even take aim. I just pointed and pulled the trigger.”


From over the rise, Floersch saw a rifle muzzle tracking him. He leveled his own rifle and fired. His target’s helmet flew off as the man’s face exploded.


The squad then engaged another group of Japanese bounding forward along the river’s edge. A trooper next to Floersch darted down the slope to get a better vantage point, then fell under a hail of rifle fire.


Floersch reloaded and kept shooting.


PFC Samuel ‘Sammy’ Dragoo wanted to help the wounded trooper who was laying out in the open. He yelled for Floersch to go with him.


There’s no way I’m going out there with the Japs crawling around all over, Floersch thought.


“For Christ’s sake!” screamed Dragoo, sprinting forward alone.


He made it five steps before a bullet cut him down.


With the enemy swarming up the hill, Floersch retreated to avoid being surrounded. He paused at a wounded Japanese soldier that he’d shot a few minutes earlier.


“I promptly put my rifle to his side and fired five times. I don’t know why,” he later admitted. “One shot at muzzle range would have been enough…. Maybe I was angry for our wounded and killed, or maybe I enjoyed killing—I felt very powerful with that M1 rifle.”


Captain Thomas ‘Big Tom’ Mesereau, Charlie Company’s towering six-foot-four commander, hunkered down near Floersch to ascertain the situation. Seeing Dragoo writhing in pain and enemy movement on both flanks, it didn’t look good.


Mesereau sent Floersch back to find the regimental commander, Colonel Orin ‘Hard Rock’ Haguen, and give him an update.


“Tell Tom we’re withdrawing,” said Haugen after hearing Floersch’s report. They needed to pull back, regroup, and figure out what was happening.


Heading back down the trail, Floersch ran past curious troopers who could hear the shooting but were oblivious to what was happening.


They asked, “What’s going on down there? Is anyone shot?” Floersch kept moving.


Returning to the fray, he passed the body of Private Delmar Stam, a buddy who’d purchased a pearl-handled revolver back in the States. “He said he was going to kill a lot of Japs with it,” remembered Floersch. “It was still in his holster.”


Floersch gave Mesereau the message to withdraw. The captain nodded, responding, “Cover me and bring my rifle while I get Dragoo.”


Fire power! thought Floersch Fire power! as he squeezed off shots in rapid succession. Keep their heads down!


Mesereau slithered out to the wounded man, rolled him onto his own back, and crawled back with him. Medics rushed forward to relieve the captain and aid Dragoo.


Floersch trailed the group as they withdrew, leaving the isolated platoon behind. About seventy-five yards into the jungle, Floersch and Private Daniel D. Hart were told to stay put and wait for any survivors to join them.


Seconds later, the pair heard shooting erupt up ahead. Down the trail, Floersch saw troops working their way toward them. The rain and dense undergrowth made it hard to identify who they were. But flashes of tan uniforms made it clear.


“Hart,” whispered Floersch, “let’s go, it’s Japs!”


Floersch fired a few rounds to discourage pursuit, and the two of them ran up the hill as bullets sliced overhead. At the top, they found bodies and equipment strewn all over. A Japanese machine gunner had the hilltop covered, and bursts of fire chased the two troopers as they scurried across. Floersch made it. Hart did not.


With Charlie Company scattered into multiple groups, and their first combat action devolving into disaster, they’d been initiated into the savage realities of war in the Pacific: the jungle was unforgiving and the enemy unrelenting.
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Chapter 1 You’re in the Army Now




201 Edward Street, Brisbane, Australia. 11:30, Thursday, May 11, 1944



The heels of Major General Joseph M. Swing’s paratrooper boots clicked together as he snapped to attention and saluted the Supreme Commander of the Southwest Pacific Area, General Douglas MacArthur. MacArthur’s spotless, almost austere office was dominated by a dark mahogany desk fronted by two plush leather chairs flanking a small side table and a standing chrome ash tray. On the wall behind MacArthur, as if looking over his shoulder, was a framed painting of George Washington.


MacArthur smiled and greeted Swing warmly. “Joe, I’m glad to see an old familiar face.”


The two men were acquaintances but hadn’t seen each other in years, and Swing appreciated the sincere welcome.


MacArthur had been in Brisbane since mid-1942 after being chased out of the Philippines by the Japanese. From this eighth-floor office, he was orchestrating his island-hopping campaign to push his adversaries back to Tokyo. Swing, the fifty-year-old commander of the 11th Airborne Division, had recently arrived with three of his staff officers to prepare for his unit’s entrée into MacArthur’s offensive.


After thirty minutes of explaining the strategic overview, MacArthur had one piece of advice for Swing: “Joe, we don’t do it over here the way the Marines do it, or the way they do it over in Europe. We use a little military common sense on how we get our men killed. We don’t do it by massive brute force. Anybody can fight that way.”


Swing nodded. As an advocate of tactical finesse himself, he understood, but he also knew that the Japanese would get a vote.





WITH OVER THIRTY YEARS in uniform, Swing was well prepared to lead his men through the trials of combat. In a profession where force of character often outweighs intellect, he’d developed the tactical acumen and mental fortitude to navigate the inevitable friction of war. Swing’s rigid posture carried his six-foot frame well, and he moved with a purposeful, long gait. His dark blue eyes and close-cropped white hair lent themselves to his practiced, stern demeanor.


“He personified a general officer,” said Lieutenant William Weber, one of Swing’s subordinates. “He was ruggedly handsome, tall, and well built.”


He was also quiet, which added to his facade of command and kept others guessing. When he spoke, his orders were pointed and concise. He had little tolerance for verbosity and rarely conducted a meeting that lasted more than fifteen minutes.


“If he said, ‘Frog,’ something jumped,” admitted one his officers. Of his intensity, another observed, “You could almost see flames shooting out his eyes.”


Lieutenant Colonel Douglas Quandt described him as “impatient with mediocrity,” with a temper to match, “though,” he added, “its displays are of the flash-flood type: brief and devastating.” But Quandt also noted that Swing could be “tactful and charming—no one more so—but when he considers the cost of being so excessive, he will not bother to display either trait.”


Born in Jersey City, New Jersey, on February 28, 1894, Swing received his commission as an artillery officer in 1915 upon graduation from West Point. While he ranked in the top quarter of his class, his classmates—including Dwight D. Eisenhower—believed that if he had focused on his studies rather than on football, stunt riding, “rough-housing,” and his infamous “mischief and practical jokes,” he’d have been one of the top graduates. The focus and self-discipline would come soon enough.




[image: Image]

Brigadier General Joseph M. Swing, pictured in late 1942





Swing’s first assignment as a twenty-two-year-old junior officer was in General John ‘Black Jack’ Pershing’s 1916 expedition into Mexico. There, he witnessed Pershing’s propensity for decisive action and leading from the front—traits he and another young lieutenant named George Patton harnessed for their own leadership styles.


The search for Pancho Villa and his guerrilla band gave Swing the opportunity to observe many innovations, such as the use of rickety biplanes for reconnaissance, wireless telegraphs for communication, and movement of troops via trucks and armored cars. It was the beginning of a mechanized evolution, but with the often-temperamental technology came a series of logistical blunders that Swing logged as cautionary tales of poor planning.


In 1917, he served as a captain with the 1st Infantry Division in the slaughterhouse of the First World War. If his experiences in Mexico molded his leadership style and spawned an interest in modernization, it was the mire of the trenches that taught him static positions and senseless frontal assaults were no way to defeat an enemy.


Swing became the aide to the Army’s Chief of Staff, General Payton C. March, in 1918. In June of that year, newly promoted to major, he married the general’s daughter, Josephine.


Swing spent the next two decades steadily advancing through the ranks and playing polo, a sport for which he had a deep passion, and which was also a favorite of the Army’s social elite. By the time America joined the war in 1941, Swing had earned the one star of a brigadier general and subsequently took command of the 82nd Infantry Division’s horse-drawn artillery. Six months later, under the leadership of Major General Matthew B. Ridgway, the 82nd transitioned into the Army’s first airborne division, specializing in dropping its infantrymen, howitzers, and supporting units into combat via parachutes and gliders. Inserting troops behind the enemy was a tremendous new capability—and Swing embraced it.


As the Army grew to meet the requirements of fighting wars in both Europe and Asia, Swing earned a second star on his collar. In February 1943, he was assigned to command and form his own airborne division.





SWING’S 11TH AIRBORNE DIVISION was built from the ground up at Camp Mackall, North Carolina. The first to arrive were the cadre: the officers and sergeants transferred from other units to provide the nucleus of expertise. Together they underwent an intensive program to prepare for their role in training the raw recruits who would arrive in a few weeks. The 11th was the first of the airborne divisions to be formed with recruits all training together as units. The initial thirteen weeks of basic training that turned civilians into soldiers were to be followed by an additional twelve weeks of unit training—where soldiers learned to fight as a team.


On Thursday, February 25, Swing’s headquarters issued his first General Order: activating the division. It consisted of three core infantry regiments—one of paratroopers and two of glider troops —as well as supporting units of administrative personnel, quartermasters, signals, ordnance, medics, engineers, artillery, military police, anti-aircraft gunners, and even a band.


Once the full complement of troops arrived, Swing’s manpower would be just over 8,300, giving him a unit roughly 60 percent the size of a standard infantry division. The reduced numbers reflected the Army’s doctrine of using airborne units as shock troops to be dropped behind enemy lines in support of a ground campaign. Intended to link up quickly with friendly units and return to base to prepare for the next mission, they lacked the self-supporting logistics of regular divisions. But as Swing and his men would learn, the doctrine was based on theory, and once their boots hit the ground, the anvil of combat would dictate their reality.





RECRUITS ARRIVED BY THE TRAINLOAD at Hoffman, North Carolina, where they were met by the cadre and trucked ten minutes to camp. Their first day was filled with disappointing revelations.


These early arrivals filled the ranks of the glider units. Confusion was followed by shock: none of them had volunteered for airborne assignment, nor had most ever been in an aircraft, let alone flown in one without an engine.


Towed over the battlefield and released in an aircraft with no engines or parachutes?


They also found the camp’s facilities to be less than satisfactory.


One of the recruits later recalled, “My first impression on seeing Camp Mackall was one of surprise, thinking that these tar-paper shacks must be the temporary buildings till the regular barracks were put up. It did not take long to find out otherwise. It was nice being able to see what was going on outside of the buildings without going to a window—just look through the cracks.”





SIMULTANEOUSLY ARRIVING AT MACKALL were the division’s parachute troops: the 511th Parachute Infantry Regiment, the 457th Parachute Field Artillery Battalion, and Charlie Company of the 127th Airborne Engineer Battalion. They’d filled their ranks in January before the 11th Airborne was formed and arrived as nearly complete units, though they needed more recruits to be at full strength.


These units were composed entirely of men who’d volunteered for parachute training. Some of them had joined the Army willingly while others were drafted, but all had raised their hands to serve with the Army’s newest and most elite: the parachute troops.


Recruiting pamphlets described them as “ultramodern fighting men of Uncle Sam’s modern Army” who “must be agile, athletic, actively aggressive.” Interested recruits were advised that volunteers who passed selection would master all infantry weapons, handle explosives, learn how to ride motorcycles and drive trucks, and would operate tanks and even locomotives. Those needing extra encouragement were informed that, once through the rigorous training, they would receive an extra $50.00 a month as jump pay. Among the listed qualification requirements was the caveat, “Recent venereal disease disqualifies.”


Motivations for volunteering fell into a few common categories. “I thought I would get to fight quicker,” said eighteen-year-old Jerry Davis, “and you got $50 extra for jump training.”


Another volunteer sought personal challenge, admitting, “I wanted to see if it was as tough as it was cracked up to be.”


Richard Laws, a teenage bakery salesman from Detroit, Michigan, was still boiling after the attack on Pearl Harbor. He volunteered, “because I knew it would put me in contact with those Japs.”


As an additional incentive, parachute troops wore a distinct uniform that rivaled the Marine Corps: they ditched the Army’s unflattering “bus driver hat” in favor of jaunty garrison caps with a parachute insignia. They pinned silver jump wings on their chests and bloused their pants over the top of high-calved, brown leather jump boots—their most prized status symbol.


The largest of Swing’s parachute units was the 2,000-man 511th Parachute Infantry Regiment, commanded by a dark-haired, thirty-six-year-old chain-smoking colonel named Orin D. Haugen. His pleasantly wide face and thin lips belied an inner fire that he fed with an insatiable competitive nature. He wanted to be the best, and he wanted his men right behind him.


He aspired to serve others from an early age and spent his freshman year seeking a future in ministry at St. Olaf, a Lutheran college in Minnesota. But the next year, he transferred to Cornell University before attending West Point.


By all reports, Haugen was a self-made man. Described by his own family as “not an exceptionally bright student,” he buckled down at West Point to graduate with honors in his 1930 class. To overcome his lack of natural athleticism, he dedicated himself to rigorous exercise and lung-bursting cross-country runs. His West Point classmates respected Haugen’s “bull-dog tenacity” but also noted that his “distaste for disciplinary measures” often put him at odds with the faculty. Haugen favored discipline that helped obtain goals over the nit-picky, pedantic rituals designed to reinforce an already-inherent power structure. He was interested in results, and the means—so long as they were legal and fair—were of less concern.
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Colonel Orin D. ‘Hard Rock’ Haugen





A year after graduation, Haugen wed Marion Sargent, a twenty-five-year-old avid equestrian. The two shared a love of riding, and Marion won shelves of trophies while Orin excelled at polo.


In 1940, after assignments in Texas and Hawaii, Haugen’s restless spirit, which one of his peers likened to a sea-roaming Viking, led him to volunteer for the newly formed parachute troops. Promoted to captain, he commanded a company in the Army’s first organized parachute battalion. Haugen found a home among the rough-and-tumble volunteers. His lead-by-example mentality helped grow their esprit-de-corps. When the Army expanded its doctrine of dropping a battalion of troops behind enemy lines to regiments, and then entire divisions, Haugen’s career followed a similar upward trajectory. By late 1942, he was a lieutenant colonel assigned to command the 511th PIR forming at Camp Toccoa, Georgia.


Nestled at the southern end of the Blue Ridge Mountains, Toccoa was home to several parachute units in the process of filling their own ranks. Lieutenant Miles W. Gale, a twenty-seven-year-old jump school graduate from West Bend, Wisconsin, recalled driving through the main gate and up to the 511th area to report to Haugen as a member of his cadre. He found the barracks still under construction.


“Bulldozers and graders were chewing up the ground preparing for road paving. Concrete was being poured for slabs,” he said.


Farther down the hill, the call-and-response cadence of exercise echoed as a group of paratroopers conducted their daily calisthenics. The camp was in the shadow of a 1,735-foot mountain named Currahee.


Gale reported to Haugen and received his first order: procure equipment for the regiment’s boxing team. Haugen wanted to instill a fighting spirit with bi-weekly bouts.


The volunteers were a cultural mix, arriving from training centers and induction stations across the country. Private Mike Polidoro, from Boston, found the thick southern accents of Sergeants Byron New and Robert Durkin impossible to decipher.


“No excuse!” Sergeant New yelled in Polidoro’s face; disobeying an order was punished with push-ups.
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“I was constantly in mud up to my elbows,” lamented Polidoro. “Hell, I wasn’t disobeying, I just couldn’t understand them.”


The confusion cut both ways. During roll call, Private Bernard Majstrowicz had to answer to “Master Son-of-a-Bitch,” because his first sergeant was unable, or unwilling, to pronounce his Eastern European name.


George Doherty thought his high school Junior ROTC experience would give him an edge over his fellow recruits. He’d already glimpsed life in the service while captaining the rifle team, as well as patrolling the streets of Riverside, California, to enforce black-out restrictions. Captivated by the movie Parachute Battalion, Doherty volunteered and was inducted in Los Angeles on February 23, 1943—three days after his eighteenth birthday.


But upon debarking from the train with other recruits, Doherty was swiftly put in his place by Sergeant Joe Chitwood, a swaggering paratrooper of the cadre who met them at the station. After a short welcome speech, Chitwood approached Doherty. “How about you soldier, are you a good man?”


Doherty replied in the affirmative. Chitwood nodded, “Okay, get down and give me twenty-five.”


Doherty struggled after the first five push-ups, prompting Chitwood to grab him by the back of his belt and lift him up and down repeatedly to finish the remaining twenty. It was a lackluster start.


Haugen and the cadre initiated physical training immediately, followed by marching for hours in close order drill. Described as “demanding, extensive, and tough,” the program put the recruits through their paces. Walking was forbidden; squads and platoons ran in formation from point A to B. The men were “hurting and hungry all the time.”


Leroy D. Butler, who gave up his draft-deferred job as a signalman for Southern Pacific Railroad to enlist as a paratrooper, recalled his time at Toccoa, noting, “Everything was double time, double time, double time, push-ups, push-ups, push-ups.”


Another trooper had similar recollections. “They made us run from one place to another—we weren’t allowed to walk. We were always trying to avoid the mud.” When recruits hesitated to get muddy, Sergeant Al Barreiro yelled, “Come on, come on, Jocko! Keep going, you guys. Better men than you are dying in mud like this.”


The cadre hazed and pushed the volunteers to exhaustion; they could quit anytime for reassignment back to the regular infantry. It was a test of fortitude to determine who wanted to be there. The tradition had been established in 1941 that “the paratroops would be hard to get into and easy to get out of.”


Soon after arriving, Charles Thollander wrote to his girlfriend, “I am lying on my bunk thoroughly disgusted with this camp and also exhausted after the two hardest days in my life. Not that we work all day—but every morning, in the cold, we have 30 or 40 minutes of calisthenics. They alone tire me more than the hardest day’s work I ever did in my life. It’s just like one of the fellows said this morning—compared to this, football practice is like playing marbles. Every man in this hut is an athlete, and they all agree on that…. But the boys take it in the right spirit, because we know that it is good for us and will make us tough.”


Shared hardship and misery soon created bonds among those far from home and seeking friends. Peers dubbed each other with the honored tradition of nicknames: Red, Pinky, Blacky, Whitey, Hog Ears, Rocky, Tex, Old Woman, Honest Dan, Deacon, Burpie, Duck Butt, Heeb, Half Man, Cue Ball, and so on. Leroy Butler, at twenty-six-years-old, earned the predictable moniker ‘Pops.’


As one trooper recalled, the names were often “crude, undignified, derogatory, and insulting.” They were probing for weaknesses; if a man couldn’t take a humorous verbal ribbing, how would he take the rigors of combat?


Haugen earned a semi-affectionate nickname as well: ‘Hard Rock’—often shortened to simply ‘Rock,’ but none of his men called him either to his face. Nicknames were used among peers and maybe by the chain of command, but never by subordinates.


Many of the regiment’s troopers were away from home for the first time and embraced the rough language of soldiering. Thollander again shared his observations in a letter home: “I never heard so much swearing in my life.” Indeed, profanity became ubiquitous and provided a shorthand for referring to their new circumstances. “Shit on a shingle,” or “SOS,” was the ever-present chipped beef over toast they would eat for the duration of their service; “chickenshit” was shorthand for tedious or petty Army rules; “rat’s ass” was a step of senselessness below that, even lower than a chicken’s shit; “SNAFU” was one of many colorful acronyms to describe current events: Situation Normal, All Fucked Up.


Barracks life meant unavoidable friction and personality clashes. An exasperated Thollander tried to roll with it. “I have to laugh at some of these guys in here. Spoiled, conceited, and everything else. One guy is always asking stupid questions. So stupid that I want to slug him as soon as he opens his mouth.” Another trooper admitted, “I can’t say that we all got along like blood brothers, because it would not be true. There were people I didn’t like, and I’m sure there were people who didn’t care for me, but we worked hard together.”





IT WASN’T LONG before Haugen led his troops in six-mile round trip runs to the summit of Mount Currahee. The gasping pace—up hill and down—averaged just over ten minutes a mile, and if a trooper fell behind or quit, he was sent packing.


“Ten pounds of red mud stuck to each boot double timing up and down that damned mountain,” complained Corporal Louis Meeker. “[On one run] Floyd Zobel was to my left, and the guy in the middle began to stumble on the way back down. A slight rain made everything slick and red-mud gooey. Zobel grabbed the man’s left arm, and I got his right, and we held him up. We finished the run like that, and we all made it.”


One of Haugen’s platoon leaders, Lieutenant Arthur Fenske, was an avid cross-country athlete and ran sections of the mountain backwards, both to impress his men as well as to keep an eye on them.


The exertions were grueling, but there was encouragement, too. “You are the best!” Haugen often shouted to his troopers as he ran beside them. He expected no more from his men than he did himself— give 100 percent and try to be better than the day before. The cadre made hand-painted signs and posted them throughout the training area. “Paratrooper’s fancy boots GET THE GALS!” Another near the basketball court read, “AMERICAN PARATROOPERS HAVE THE BEST WEAPONS ON EARTH!” For further inspiration, they decorated the mess hall with photographs of paratroopers in action and draped brightly colored cargo chutes from the ceiling.


The troopers eyed the cadre’s silver wings and jump boots with envy. They were the fraternity badges of winners. “Whatever it was that they were trying to project worked,” remembered a trooper. “We all would have killed to remain in or be associated with this kind of outfit.”


The longer the men endured the training, the more their leaders’ quality became apparent. Haugen understood that now was the time for his officers to gain their men’s respect. Once in combat, it would be too late. Hard, realistic training built both self-confidence in the men and trust in their leadership.


“We have swell officers, the best and toughest in the Army,” opined Thollander. “When one of the officers noticed that I didn’t have any gloves during our exercises, he gave me his and didn’t wear any himself. It is so cold here that you freeze all over as soon as you step outside the door.”


One of those officers enduring the winter conditions with his men was Major Edward ‘Slugger’ Lahti, commander of the 3rd Battalion. Lahti moved with the confidence of a bull elephant on the march. His gaze was dissecting, and his block of a head was defined by a rugged jawline with a dimpled chin, reminiscent of two knuckles of a large fist. He was as dedicated as Haugen to the pursuit of excellence, and he’d personally interviewed each volunteer before accepting him into his battalion. It was an intimidating conversation, with the recruit reporting to Lahti’s selection panel, then stripping off his overcoat to stand at attention in just his boxershorts while answering questions. Lahti sought all-stars, and he was particularly interested in physically fit men who’d played team-based athletics.


Born in 1913 as the youngest of six children to Finish immigrants, Lahti was one of many Horatio Alger stories the Army could take credit for. He grew up in an impoverished home in rural Oregon, where the family subsisted largely on their father’s fishing. Lahti joined the National Guard at fifteen, motivated by the pay and the opportunity to play on its softball team.


In 1931, seeking further opportunity, he enlisted in the regular Army. The next year, he took a series of competitive exams for West Point, which started him on the path to obtain one of the few coveted appointments granted to talented, hardworking enlisted men. He passed all the tests, but it wasn’t until March 1934, after earning one of the Army’s highest scores, that he entered the Academy. As a cadet, Lahti excelled on the parade ground and sports field alike. He ranked near the top of plebes in conduct and discipline and played on the soccer and baseball teams for three years, lettering in both each year. He cemented his ‘Slugger’ nickname when he hit a triple with bases loaded against Navy.


Commissioned as an infantry officer, Lahti volunteered for parachute duty in 1942, not long after his promotion to Major. Upon completing jump school, he reported to the 511th Parachute Infantry Regiment, where one of his junior officers described his bearing as “blunt and rough… devoid of pretensions of any sort.”





IN LATE FEBRUARY, the parachute units moved to Camp Mackall to receive their final allotment of recruits and join the rest of the 11th Airborne Division for basic training. Stories of their cocky attitude had preceded them, and Swing’s reception was less than welcoming.


Egos and aggressive attitudes are a natural biproduct—if not the desired outcome—of rigorous training. Confronting an enemy in combat requires a healthy amount of self-assurance, but when combined with youthful exuberance and immaturity—and no immediate outlet—that self-confidence often manifested itself in rowdy drinking and fist fights. Lots of fist fights, particularly with non-paratroopers.


“People used to wonder why we were wilder than other soldiers, and I can tell you,” wrote one paratrooper. “The thing that distinguished us most from other soldiers was our willingness to take chances and risks in a branch of the Army that provided a great, new, almost unexplored frontier. In other days, paratroopers would have been the type of men to sail with Columbus…. Each man had supreme faith in his ability to take care of himself, whatever the odds. For this reason, paratroopers were at times a quarrelsome lot, because they could never believe that anybody could beat the hell out of them.”


James ‘Bull’ Hendry agreed. “Fights were a rather commonplace part of our lives. We had been instilled with a firm conviction that we could whip anyone or anything.”


Officers and sergeants mostly ignored the fisticuffs and, in some cases, even encouraged them. “Occasionally, some disciplinary action was deemed necessary,” admitted Hendry, “but it was rare.”


Swing was no stranger to hellraising himself, however, and his views on discipline may have been motivated by his own past carousing. One of his contemporaries later told a story of when the two of them were stationed in Hawaii together. “I was billeted temporarily in the BOQ [Bachelor Officer Quarters], a dreadful place with thin, tar-paper walls. Major Swing was also staying there for some reason. Saturday nights, he and this infantry officer buddy would get skunked. They’d start roughhousing. Well, I’m damned if Swing didn’t literally throw this fellow right through the wall.”


Swing took preemptive action to deflate the inflated pride of his new units, whom he allegedly referred to as “Goddamn rowdy paratroopers.” He stripped the officers and cadre of their distinctive status symbol: their highly polished jump boots. They’d now wear lace-up canvas leggings and field shoes like the rest of the division—who enjoyed no unique uniforms or hazardous duty pay. The motivation for Swing’s scheme, designed to remind the paratroopers they were no better than the division’s glider troops, was multifold: improved morale, better discipline, and probably a desire for uniformity. As the hallmark of a traditional military mindset, uniformity was a hobgoblin to paratroopers who wanted to stand out. The stage was set for a tumultuous relationship.


Captain Henry ‘Butch’ Muller, one of Haugen’s officers, recalled their reaction to Swing’s uniform restriction: “We were in a state of shock.” He described wearing the Army’s traditional footwear as “dreadful.”


“It made you feel limp and unimportant to have pants flapping loose,” agreed a trooper. “There was more to the boots than the way they shined. It was the go-to-hell way they wrinkled around the ankles, and the high curve of the bulldog toes, and the aggressive squeak of them when you moved across a quiet room. They were symbols of the crap a man endured to become a jumper. Civilians seemed to get a kick out of them, too, asking a hundred questions about them. Fast women liked them under their beds, and more timid women liked to dance with them, and maternal women liked them under their dining room tables. The boots just naturally got around, and it was nice to be in them.”


Depriving the troopers of their boots was the type of old school chickenshit many of the men wanted to escape by volunteering for parachute units. As trivial as it may have seemed to outsiders, Haugen’s troopers endured exacting physical demands to earn their place in an elite regiment, and those hard-won boots played no small part in their rite of passage.


Swing’s efforts to strike a balance between esprit-de-corps and respect for authority required a nuanced touch. The fifty-year-old general was in charge of more than eight thousand men whose average age was nineteen. In addition to their immaturity, few of them sought Army careers, making them unresponsive to promotion opportunities, and they were often unmoved by regulations that made little sense to their civilian logic. They were willing to engage the Germans or the Japanese, but their tolerance for engaging with Army nonsense ran thin. They wanted to end the war as soon as possible and get back to their lives.


If Swing’s reception of the paratroopers was lukewarm, the feeling was mutual.


Swing had designed the division insignia worn on the left shoulder by all the troops under his command. The three-inch-tall patch, a shield of dark blue, contained a white numeral eleven within a centered red circle; a white border, held aloft by two oblique wings, outlined the circle. The shield was topped by an arced blue tab, with AIRBORNE stitched in white.


As striking as the design was, the paratroopers weren’t impressed. The 101st Airborne Division had a screaming bald eagle on their patch; the 17th Airborne had a black and gold silhouette of an eagle’s talon on theirs.


Regarding the red dot centered on their patch, the men of the 511th observed, “The 101st got the head, the 17th got the claws, and we got the asshole.”


“It cannot be truthfully said that we field grade officers liked the general in those early days,” said Major W. K. ‘Ripcord’ Walker, an officer in one of Swing’s glider regiments. “We were awed by his presence, respected and admired him, but the liking came later.”


“Anyway,” he added, “it wasn’t necessary that we like him.”





WITH EVERYONE WEARING the same footwear, the division settled into the routine of basic training. The Army took nothing for granted. The curriculum started with the fundamentals of making a bed: forty-five-degree folded corners and tight enough to bounce a quarter. John Bandoni benefited from the instruction and was thrilled at having his own bed (he had slept on the couch in his family’s living room since he was a kid). As many recruits now had more than one pair of shoes for the first time, there were routine reminders to rotate between pairs. The rudimentary lessons, which were reinforced during daily inspections, also covered the proper way to wear a uniform.


Private Joseph Russell Vannier, standing proudly in formation for his first battalion inspection, learned attention to detail was critical. One of his trouser legs dangled over his canvas legging, his tie was tucked into his shirt incorrectly, and it appeared he’d shined just one of his shoes. After being berated for his slovenly appearance, Vannier heard an officer whisper, “That’s about the saddest sack of shit I ever witnessed.”


Vannier wasn’t alone in digesting the cruelties of Army life. Private Dick Ostrom was in his barracks when his twenty-one-year-old platoon sergeant, Buford Atkinson, known as Sergeant At, entered. “Has anybody here been to college?” the sergeant shouted. “If so, fall out in front of the barracks.”


Ostrom and two others perked up and raised their hands.


“Can’t you understand English?” bellowed Atkinson. “I didn’t say raise your hands, I said fall out!”


The three men hustled outside.


They must be short of officers and they are going to pick us because of the year of college, thought Ostrom. I’ve only been in the Army for a very few weeks and here I’m going to be an officer already. My parents will be so proud.


Sergeant At continued his instructions to the rest of the platoon. “Fall out in front of the barracks opposite those three college boys.”


With the two groups facing each other, Atkinson revealed, “These college boys are going to police [clean] up the area. I want the rest of you dumb bastards to watch and see if you can learn something.”


Crawling under the barracks to pick up trash, Ostrom vowed to never again call attention to himself.





THE DAYS BLED TOGETHER as recruits started each morning at 05:45 (they were allowed an extra hour of sleep on Sundays), followed by cadre-led runs, calisthenics, and marching in formation before breakfast. They were taught the fundamentals of marksmanship, basic first aid, grenade throwing, and map reading. For every interesting block of instruction, there seemed to be ten more that were as dull as an elementary school graduation ceremony: barracks fire drills, personal hygiene, field sanitation, malaria control, and use of foot powder. Then there were the ridiculous air raid drills. Each unit had designated air raid wardens and assigned dispersion areas in the event of an enemy aircraft attack. In case the Axis managed to make its way to North Carolina undetected, the air raid warnings were coded “yellow” for practice and “blue” for actual.


Guard duty was an ever-present monotony that rotated through the ranks. Shifts started in the late afternoon and ran until dawn. Guards wore a pressed uniform, including a necktie, and carried a filled canteen, a flashlight, and a rifle. Until the recruit had completed his marksmanship course, his weapon remained empty. Guards walked their circuitous routes without variance, checking doors each time they passed to ensure they were locked. The men were advised to be “especially watchful for fires.”





THEY COMPLETED BASIC TRAINING in late June, and as the heat and humidity soared, the next twelve weeks of building unit cohesion commenced. Tactical field exercises were conducted, first at platoon level, then growing in complexity to company and battalion size. The men ran through day and night infiltration courses and learned close quarters shooting and urban combat tactics. They practiced camouflage, scouting, and patrolling. They trained to provide covering fire while another squad or platoon advanced against the enemy. Instructors taught them about demolitions, calling for artillery fire, handling prisoners, and identifying aircraft as friend or foe.


Toward the end of basic training, the parachute units rotated through Fort Benning’s jump school to get their personnel fully qualified. Not long after they returned, Swing relaxed his prohibition against jump boots. As later events would reveal, he might have been playing a card from up his sleeve.


The glider units, meanwhile, went to a nearby air base for training. They started with basic knot tying, then advanced to loading and lashing equipment into the CG-4A cargo gliders. Jeeps, howitzers, and trailers all had to be loaded to respect the glider’s center of gravity, then secured to prevent shifting in flight—which would result in calamity for everyone onboard. The men also took their first ride in the lumbering, engineless aircraft. The flights did little to endear the “egg crates” to the troopers. As they were towed to release altitude, the racket of canvas slapping against the fuselage’s metal skeleton frayed already-jittery nerves. A trooper describing his first glider ride said, “The Air Force had some formula involving wings, vacuum, and other factors to explain what holds those things up. Little did they know that I grabbed the bench seat on either side of me and held them up out of sheer terror.”
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Trooper Rod Serling showing off his well-earned wings and boots








IN LATE JULY, General Swing returned from a trip to North Africa, where he’d been temporarily attached to Allied Forces HQ in Algiers. He had been there to help his former West Point classmate, General Dwight Eisenhower, coordinate the airborne operation spearheading the invasion of Sicily. The July 10, 1943, night drop had been a near disaster. High winds and navigational errors scattered paratroopers all over the island, and gliders were released prematurely, forcing many to ditch in the ocean. But that paled in comparison to the tragedy that unfolded the next night: twenty-three C-47 cargo planes were shot down by friendly fire. On the heels of a German air raid, the armada had flown over US Navy ships whose uninformed gun crews unleashed their multi-barreled anti-aircraft guns. The lives of 157 paratroopers and aircrew were lost in the confused melee.


Swing arrived back at Camp Mackall determined to apply the lessons he’d learned. He extended the division’s work week to forty-eight hours, with the additional time dedicated to night training. A typical exercise, designed to improve assembling in the dark after a night drop, had the men load into trucks and trailers to replicate a C-47 or glider load plan. The drivers bumped across the landing fields to deliver their cargo in the haphazard pattern of an actual airdrop. The men sprang from the trucks, first figuring out where they were, then joining the rest of their company at pre-designated rendezvous points before marching to an objective for a mock attack at dawn.


Swing was omnipresent. He visited units in the field and scoured their offices on base to ensure that officers and sergeants were out participating in training; they’d have to get their paperwork completed after hours. Given the division’s reduced headcount, Swing wanted every man to be front-line ready, regardless of his job.


He pushed his officers hard. ‘Ripcord’ Walker described Swing’s leadership style as “cruel to be kind.” Swing embraced the adage that sweating during training meant less blood spilled in combat. As he put it, he wanted a lean division, whittled down “until only the steel and whalebone remain.”


“From the first, he made it plain that letters of commendation and appreciation would be extremely rare around that shebang,” Walker continued. “Superior work, he informed us, would be standard in his command.”


While Swing ensured that his officers ran their men through night maneuvers at least twice a week, he also demanded the training be practical and focus on marches and field problems. Extraneous after-hours training in the classroom was to be avoided.


“I want your people free to be with their families when their day’s work is done,” Swing advised. “These few months are the last for many of them.”





ON FRIDAY AFTERNOONS, Swing led all the officers on an hour-long, five-mile hike. Formally noted on the training schedule as “The General’s Walk,” it was known in the division as a “Swing Session.” Swing’s adjutant general trailed the parade of officers in a jeep, noting the names of anyone unable to keep up.


“If you fell out three times, you were bounced out of the division,” said one of the officers.


At six feet tall, Swing’s long strides set a quick pace that created a rubber-band effect for those at the back of the formation. Trotting was often required to avoid falling behind, and the “brisk exercise walk,” as Swing described it, often ended with a run through the camp’s obstacle course.


The battle of wills between Swing and his paratroopers continued. Captain Stephen ‘Rusty’ Cavanaugh, one of Haugen’s company commanders, who kept his red hair in a tight buzz cut, recalled, “Our regiment was not beloved by many in the division staff. We were felt to be mavericks and troublemakers and prone to feel superior to the rest of the division—which, of course, we were.” Cavanaugh claimed Swing “always put the 511th officers at the end, because that’s the toughest place to run.”


 Haugen used the taunt as an opportunity to show off his unit’s fitness. “When it was over,” Cavanaugh continued, “and the rest of the officers were huffing and puffing, we’d take off and sprint back to our regimental area, Colonel Haugen leading the way.”


Foot marches were common throughout the division and much dreaded by the men. At the end of basic training, all personnel had to complete an eighteen-mile march in full combat equipment within six hours. But that was just one trek among many; foot marches became so routine the men grumbled that despite all their elite training, they were all just “glorified infantrymen.”


The emphasis on tactical marches reflected the limitations of aerial delivery. Swing’s units would have scant motor transportation in the field, and though gliders could bring in jeeps, those were almost exclusively for use by medics or for towing artillery.


The distances of the marches varied. Some were as short as five miles or as long as twenty-five, with the brisk speed averaging four miles an hour. The time requirements forced a steady pace, which created an accordion effect as each man sped up or slowed down to keep up or maintain tactical distance to the man in front of him. Short sprints were often necessary, and carrying full packs and weapons created a constant level of discomfort. Steel helmets seemed to get heavier with each step, equipment straps bit into flesh, back muscles burned, and boots rubbed blisters. Some men carried belt-fed machineguns or mortars. There was no comfortable way to tote such beasts; they dug into shoulders no matter how well positioned. Water was rationed so the men wouldn’t empty their canteens in the first few miles.


The foot marches were not just confined to Swing’s infantry units, the traditional ground pounders. An aspiring paratrooper in the 457th Parachute Field Artillery Battalion recalled a twenty-mile march with their 75mm pack-howitzers. The cannoneers were racing the other gun crews and moving under the additional weight of their combat packs, radios, shovels, and weapons. “You haven’t lived until you’ve tried to pull a fourteen-hundred-pound pack howitzer with wooden spoke, steel-rimmed wheels through deep sand,” he wrote.


During another fast-paced march led by ‘Slugger’ Lahti, William MacKay, lugging a forty-four-pound 81mm mortar tube, was flagging. He shouted to his buddy Herbert Whitehead, “Hey, Whitehead, I’m going to unbutton my pants and let my dong hang out!”


“How come you’re going to let your dong hang out, MacKay?” Whitehead yelled back.


“If I’m gonna work like a horse, I’m gonna look like a horse!”


Lahti, trying to conceal his laughter, got the point and slowed the pace.


Unsurprisingly, the marches leant themselves to Haugen’s competitive nature. If he was going to have the best regiment in the division, one measure was having the fastest regiment in the division. He led the men on a blistering twenty-five-mile night march, completing the grueling marathon-length route in just six and a half hours. Moving that fast meant taking fewer breaks and trucking along at almost a jog. A trooper recalled it was so bad that “a couple of guys had blood coming through their boots.”


Pride and determination got them to the finish. They were learning as much about themselves as about each other, and the completion of each march revealed who had the fortitude to be relied on.


In the middle of one march, Hugh Harrison relieved a fatigued buddy of a .50 caliber machinegun’s sixty-pound receiver. Harrison wasn’t a member of the machinegun section, but he hoisted the block of metal onto his shoulder anyway and leaned into the march. When troopers offered to spell him of it, he refused. At the finish, Harrison’s shoulder was rubbed raw, staining his uniform with blood. A witness later reflected, “Men just outdid themselves that night and refused to quit.”


They were starting to jell.


Haugen often balanced the training’s intensity with well-earned rewards. After the long, record-setting march, the exhausted men collapsed into their barracks to find fifty-five-gallon drums filled with ice-cold beer.


Few things feel as good as completing a backbreaking march. Slipping off heavy equipment and releasing aching feet from the confines of warm combat boots are simple but undeniable pleasures. The event itself was misery, but being done with it and enjoying a cold beer with comrades made it worth every painful step.


“The men griped about the long marches,” an officer admitted, “but on weekends they bragged about the toughness of the training, that they could march farther and faster than any other troops.”





IF THE EXERTION AND EXHAUSTION didn’t drive home what their new profession required, the accidental deaths did.


The first occurred in mid-August when a twin-engine C-47 cargo plane developed mechanical trouble, forcing Hard Rock’s troops to jump as it descended. Eight of them made it out in time, but the last two men to exit were too low for their chutes to deploy.


Less than a month later, tragedy struck again when a CG-4A glider crashed during a demonstration for visiting dignitaries. The fatalities included the two pilots and four of Swing’s artillerymen.


“Now the men are—in some units—beginning to refuse to fly,” wrote Major Henry A. Burgess in a letter home. Burgess, a Harvard graduate who grew up on a ranch in Wyoming, understood his men’s concerns. “You can’t help but sympathize with them, but nevertheless they get court-martialed if they refuse to fly. Charges are drafted on the grounds that they refuse to obey the lawful command of a commissioned officer.”


Ten more troopers died when their pilot aborted their night drop and attempted to land with an engine out. He overshot the runway, and in pulling up, clipped a pine tree, which spun the aircraft into the ground.


The death of nineteen-year-old Private Guilio F. ‘Ju-Ju’ DiPangrazio, on the night of November 19, 1943, hit the ranks of Hard Rock’s men deeply. During their first tactical night jump as a unit, DiPangrazio’s parachute failed to open.


“It was an awakening moment for all of us,” said a trooper. “We were not invincible.”


Equipment failures were rare but did occur, and Haugen ordered the men of DiPangrazio’s company to make a second night jump before the implications sank in. There was nearly a second fatality as a result.


First Lieutenant Robert H. Kliewer, a twenty-six-year-old jumpmaster, was so focused on his men’s welfare and checking their equipment that he forgot to check his own. Leading his men out of the aircraft, Kliewer realized almost too late that he failed to connect his chute’s static line. Tumbling toward the ground, he violently snatched the handle of his reserve parachute. It was a rough landing, but he made it.


DiPangrazio’s death was a tragedy, but it also galvanized a deeper ethos amongst the paratroopers. More than one of them came to a secret, maybe even unconscious, realization about their comrade’s death: it fortified their culture of sacrifice and superiority. They were willing to risk their lives just to get into the battle. It was a spirit characterized in the morbid refrain of their favorite drinking song, “Gory, gory, what a helluva way to die!”





BUT NOT ALL OF SWING’S UNITS enjoyed that same esprit-de-corps, as many men resented their unilateral glider assignments. Additionally, the drudgery of basic training weighed down morale as men realized the Army often appeared to cherish sweeping, mopping, digging, inspecting, scrubbing, polishing, marching, and exercising above all else. The camp’s condition didn’t help, either. The facilities were so primitive—the barracks had no indoor plumbing—and the heat was so oppressive, the men referred to it as “Guadalmackall,” in reference to the horrors of the bitter fighting that had occurred on the island of Guadalcanal in 1942.
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Paratroopers exit a C-47 in flight during a training jump





It was during this low period that Swing initiated a contest to christen the division with a nickname. As the submissions came in, it became apparent now wasn’t the time. “Dehydrated,” read one. “Rat Race Division,” read another. The division historian decided the more profanely imaginative were unprintable, and the contest was soon dropped.


Swing’s next attempt to raise morale was more successful, and units were soon fielding sports teams to compete in football, baseball, basketball, swimming, and boxing. The sports appealed to the young men’s sense of fun competition and provided a welcome distraction from Army life.


As such, it wasn’t until a Monday morning during the summer of 1943 that the division earned its nickname. Like most, it was born of circumstance rather than design. Before roll call, Lieutenant Colonel Douglas ‘Tangle Foot’ Quandt routinely asked his commanders, “Any of your angels in jail?”


It wasn’t a rhetorical question.


As the troopers completed basic training, they were rewarded with weekend passes into town. With freedom to shrug off the shackles of authority, if even for a few hours, came the testing of boundaries. Fights and drunken behavior were the most common infractions. But some high-spirited troopers were more inventive, like the two stowaways who hopped on a passing freight train for a free ride back to camp. Perturbed when the train didn’t slow down at their destination—and with bottles of alcohol in each hand preventing a jump—they uncoupled their carriage to make their escape.


There was also the story of an entire platoon who went on the war path in retaliation for a taxi driver robbing one of their drunk buddies. They swarmed into the cab company’s parking lot and overturned all the taxis.


So Quandt never knew what to expect on a Monday morning.


“How many of your angels are in jail?” he would ask the next officer.


“None, sir, not this weekend,” was the hoped-for response.


The sarcastic sobriquet soon caught on with the division staff, and even Swing occasionally referred to the troops as “My angels.”





THE 11TH AIRBORNE’S initial training phase culminated in December 1943, with a multi-division-sized exercise to seize the Knollwood Army Auxiliary Airport near Pinehurst, North Carolina. Transports carrying paratroopers and others towing gliders lifted off at midnight from four airfields and navigated a complex, two-hundred-mile flight route. The goal: to drop the troops on multiple moon-bathed landing zones. Over the course of the next five days, Swing’s men secured objectives, received resupplies by airdrop, and evacuated simulated casualties from the secured airport. With the entire division and nearly two thousand tons of supplies delivered by air, it was a resounding success.


Over a series of days starting on Sunday, January 2, 1944, rumors of heading into combat ran rampant amongst the troops when they were loaded onto twenty-two trains heading west, destination unspecified. Those speculations were dashed when their journey ended in Louisiana. At Camp Polk, they would face batteries of individual tests and unit exercises as one of the final milestones before combat deployment.


The men were impressed upon arrival. These were no cramped tar-paper shacks, but roomy buildings with indoor plumbing—both showers and latrines! No more braving the elements or urinating in a bottle in the middle of the night.


“We were housed in ‘real’ barracks, which were two-story,” recalled Harold ‘Hal’ Jones. “For once, we were living high!”


The food was better, too, and there was more of it, and troops were delighted to find the post exchange well stocked with soft drinks and beer.


The paratroopers wasted no time introducing themselves to Camp Polk’s other residents, the tankers of the Army’s recently formed armored divisions. Tank units, with their origins rooted in the US Cavalry’s rich history, considered themselves elite. Haugen’s men, however, had a different pecking order in mind.


A squad of troopers purchased Armored Forces pillowcases at the post exchange. Emblazoned with a frilled border and embroidered tanks, the souvenir keepsakes were intended to be sent home to wives and sweethearts. The troopers stationed themselves outside the entrance and made a show of spit-shining their jump boots with the pillowcases. It was an invitation. And it was accepted.


Brawls between the two groups became a reoccurring problem for the base commander and local police. Troops from both units relished the “knuckle maneuvers.”


John Curcio was a smaller paratrooper with a unique fighting style: he’d suffer a few punches to close the gap on his opponent, then, grabbing the man’s groin, he’d give a violent twist to end the melee. “He lost very few fights,” noted one of his buddies.


Tom Granillio, a hulk of a man who played tackle on the 511th’s football team, cemented his legendary status at Camp Polk: after throwing an armored division military policeman (MP) over a jeep, it took six more MPs to subdue and arrest him. A few hours later, Granillio wrestled the barred window out of his cell and escaped from the stockade.





THE ARMY GROUND FORCE’S tests commenced with a week of individual assessments. Swing’s men were run through graded lanes to ensure they had mastered disassembling and reassembling their weapons, throwing hand grenades, donning gasmasks, placing landmines, administering first aid, and other basic skills.


In the first week of February, the troops marched out to the Calcasieu Bayou for unit-level testing. Observers graded them as they executed a series of squad, platoon, company, battalion, and regimental tactical exercises under simulated combat conditions. Noise and light discipline were enforced as the troops dug field positions, attacked, defended, and finally withdrew. There were tests for the artillery, engineer, and signal units as well, and each were put through their paces.


“The salient feature of the maneuvers was the rain,” said one trooper. Edward A. Hammrich agreed, recalling, “We had everything as far as weather conditions: snow, sleet, rain, and hail. The mud was up to our—well, let’s say it buried a jeep. Need I say more?” Between each three-day exercise, troopers had twenty-four hours to get some sleep, get warm, eat, and burn off any blood-sucking ticks with cigarettes.


Some of the “farm boys,” according to Hammrich, used the time to hunt for wild pigs. Having blank ammunition, they had to improvise. Affixing their bayonets to their rifles, they threw them like javelins, which required closing in on the wounded animal and finishing it off with rifle butts or knives.


When one of his men suggested a “bayonet drill,” Henry Burgess’ troopers went after a farmer’s hogs with their bayonets. Burgess turned a blind eye to the slaughter; almost thirty hogs were skewered and then eaten.


“We learned that our bayonets were rather stiff and could be broken unless you withdrew your bayonet quickly,” said Burgess. They also learned that the government had to reimburse the farmer for lost income.





AFTER PASSING the readiness exercises, however, nothing happened. No deployment orders, no re-assignment, nothing. By March, it became clear the War Department would be keeping the Angels at Camp Polk longer than expected.


Swing took advantage of the extended stay to qualify more of his troops as parachutists. Having as many men trained in parachuting as possible would give him the flexibility he needed when combat conditions dictated how his division would be deployed.


Swing assigned ‘Hard Rock’ Haugen to set up the Angels’ own jump school at a nearby air base. Haugen, the most senior parachute officer in the division, was the natural choice, but Swing should have predicted what happened next.


Haugen approached the assignment with his typical zeal, his four-week course of instruction mirroring the Army’s parachute school at Fort Benning. With instructors from his own regiment, there was an extensive focus on physical conditioning as well as hazing. Haugen and his men were products of such rituals, and in their minds, those rituals worked. In addition to training men to jump out of planes, they viewed it as their responsibility to separate those who wanted to be there from the posers. Inducing stress through harassment and physical exertion wasn’t personal, it was Haugen’s best tool to forge the warriors he thought the division needed. Swing disagreed.


It was over dinner and drinks that the issue came to a head.


“Swing was in a hurry [to get more men qualified], as time was short before we were to go overseas,” recalled Major Henry Burgess, who was present. “Swing thought Haugen had been spending too much time on physical conditioning, which was really unnecessary at that point, and too little on the jumping phase.”


The two men argued their points, loudly and with passion: Swing as a division commander who wanted his orders carried out, and Haugen with the stubbornness of a Spartan mule. The other guests slipped from the room as the debate grew in intensity. Neither man backed down, and Haugen stormed out.


The next morning, there was more yelling in Swing’s office. What exactly was said, only Swing and Haugen would ever fully know, but the debate ended with Haugen refusing to modify his curriculum and Swing relieving him of running the school. The course would now be run by the twenty-five-year-old Burgess, who, while a capable officer, had never jumped from a plane in flight himself.


Burgess got his orders: he’d have a maximum of two weeks per class, with ground training the first week and jump qualification the second.


Swing launched his own campaign to muster volunteers for the division-run school. He couldn’t order men to attend; they had to volunteer.


“We’re going to have our own jump school right here at Camp Polk!” bellowed Swing to a gathered group of quartermasters, MPs, medics, and signal troops. “You won’t have to go to Benning and go through all of that rigamarole for weeks and weeks. You’ll get those shiny jump boots and that extra fifty bucks a month.”


Swing apparently understood the allure of those boots after all.


He completed his pitch with a strong call to action: “Now, how many of you fighting sons of bitches want to be paratroopers? Raise your hands!”


Several, including Richard L. Hoyt, a thirty-three-year-old signal officer, raised their hands. Hoyt’s training was far less than two weeks, as he later recalled, “We had two days of orientation and then we went up and jumped.”





THAT SWING VIEWED PARACHUTING into combat as nothing more than a unique commute—where gravity did most of the work—was likely a combination of personal experience and his traditional Army perspective. While he wore US Army paratrooper wings, he hadn’t gone through parachute school to earn them, nor had he made the requisite five jumps.


At the outbreak of World War II, with the airborne concept in its infancy, jump-qualified senior officers were scarce. In mid-1942, as commander of the 82nd Airborne Division’s artillery, Swing and his commander, General Matthew Ridgway, traveled to Fort Benning to earn their wings.


Their training was short and to the point. Under the tutelage of a parachute officer, the men were given “about a half hour of basic instruction and demonstration: a few minutes’ work in a suspended parachute harness, a few jumps from a raised platform to simulate the shock of hitting the ground, a few practice exits from the door of the C-47, and a rudimentary briefing on how to maneuver the parachute with risers, collapse it on the ground, and shuck the harness.”


An hour later, the group was aloft and made its jump. Ridgway had a jarring landing, but Swing landed just fine, quipping, “I’d rather fall off an airplane than a polo pony.”





BURGESS MANAGED THE JUMP SCHOOL with instructors from Swing’s other parachute units, the 457th Parachute Field Artillery Battalion and the 127th Airborne Engineer Battalion’s Charlie Company. Hard Rock refused to let any of his men participate. Swing visited the site to inspect Burgess’ program. The instructors had built mock aircraft fuselages and elevated platforms to rehearse aircraft procedures and practice landing falls. Swing was satisfied.


An officer in one of Burgess’ first classes remembered the condensed schedule: “Monday, we jogged and tumbled off the mockup…Tuesday, we jogged and tumbled and hung in the harness…Wednesday was jump day and we entrucked at dawn for DeRidder Army Air Base…. We completed the required five jumps, including a night jump, during the rest of the week.”


The extended stay at Camp Polk gave the men time to speculate on their future, especially where and when they’d be going to combat and who would or wouldn’t survive. Two airborne divisions had already left for Europe, and a parachute regiment had been sent to fight in the Pacific. Some reasoned that thousands more troops would be needed to overcome Hitler’s Atlantic Wall, others that the Pacific’s island-hopping campaigns were ill-suited to parachute and glider operations. Many opined that Louisiana’s swampy terrain and humidity were ideal for learning jungle warfare.


“We presumed that Polk was selected for the 11th, and then we were slated for the Pacific,” said General Albert Pierson, Swing’s assistant division commander. “But when we arrived at Polk, we found another division that was shipped later to Europe.”


Rumors ceased in mid-April when Swing restricted everyone to camp. Instructions followed for commanders to prepare for movement and for the men to remove the division patch, along with all airborne insignia, from their uniforms. No parachute wings were to be worn. The paratroopers grumbled as they stuffed their jump boots into duffle bags and laced up canvas leggings over standard Army field shoes. Many assumed it was more of Swing’s petty games, but in reality, the War Department wanted it kept secret that airborne troops were being deployed.


When they weren’t loading cargo or packing equipment, the men attended censorship lectures. Posters were tacked up in the barracks to remind all, “Loose lips sink ships.”


“We began to load up on a troop train heading north,” said Private Leroy ‘Pops’ Butler, “still not knowing where we were going.”


After a few hours, the train veered west. “We finally knew,” he continued. “We were going to fight the Japs.”





THERE WERE MIXED EMOTIONS about heading to the Pacific. Some of the men were excited; having enlisted in response to the attack on Pearl Harbor, they were eager to fight the Japanese. Paratrooper Jerry Davis, reading about the maelstrom of German artillery barrages in Europe, considered heading west a lucky draw. Most, however, were indifferent, as one trooper recalled, “Strangely, we did not discuss our destination too much. We had trained long and hard. We had believed we were going to Europe—but really, what’s the difference? We had to fight till victory, so let’s get started.”


By April 28, 1944, Swing’s eight thousand-odd troopers had debarked at Camp Stoneman, roughly thirty miles east of San Francisco. The men received tropical inoculations and instruction on life aboard a troop ship. They learned where the onboard life rafts were, how to lower them into the ocean, and how to use the survival kits found in each. They practiced climbing up and down rope nets and learned how to properly don a lifejacket and to jump from a sinking ship.


The camp served hearty food and attempted to keep the men occupied with plenty of movies, stage acts, and concerts. But after several days on a cramped train with periodic stops for calisthenics and little else to do but stare out the window, the men were restless. Above all, the looming realities of combat weighed on many.


With San Francisco so close, it seemed absurd to spend what might be their last nights in the States on a military post.


Several of Haugen’s paratroopers jumped the fence, risking AWOLs for a last night on the town. They returned to camp with their hair dyed peroxide blonde, ears pierced, and one swashbuckler sporting a nose ring.


Harry Wagers, from Haugen’s 3rd Battalion, blacked out in his bunk after he and a buddy drank too much beer. A punch in the face woke him up. He’d been so drunk that he had climbed down from his top rack and urinated on a sleeping corporal in the bunk below. The corporal’s fist woke Wagers, sending him stumbling across the room.


“The division accumulated a record number of AW-104s [non-court-martial offenses] during that period, including one myself,” admitted six-foot-three Lieutenant Leo Crawford, one of Hard Rock Haugen’s platoon leaders.


Crawford and a fellow officer took offense when non-parachute officers walked into Camp Stoneman’s officer club wearing jump boots. Insults were exchanged, a scrap ensued, and the next morning, after a reprimand by Haugen, Crawford had to go see Swing.


“I reported to General Swing bearing a black eye,” said Crawford, “which I had tried ineffectually to conceal with borrowed sunglasses.”


“Are you an officer?” asked Swing.


“Yes, sir,” Crawford replied.


“You look like a damned hoodlum to me,” Swing barked back.


Crawford was fined $125 and transferred to one of the glider infantry regiments. He was upset about leaving his men but relieved that he’d still be going to the Pacific with the division.


Crawford’s brawl wasn’t an isolated incident. A group of troopers happened upon some non-airborne men wearing jump boots, and to make matter worse, they were scuffed and dirty. As George Doherty remembered, “They were wearing ‘our’ jump boots, while we were wearing leggings—this was a NO! NO!”


The fracas ended when Haugen’s troopers retreated victoriously with several of the culprits’ jump boots as their prize.


When Haugen learned that a Marine unit had established a camp record by completing a twelve-mile march in under four hours, he decided to put his men’s excess energy to use. He set a blazing pace—his regiment completed the trek under three hours, securing another bragging right for the regiment.


With their time at Stoneman complete, the 11th Airborne Division transitioned into becoming shipment #1855, another anonymous group of GIs leaving the States for an undisclosed island in the Pacific.


The troops of #1855 would depart on several ships sailing from San Francisco. The first would debark on May 5, 1944, with the rest staggered over the next several weeks.


Lines of troops snaked up the gangplanks. Each man had his name checked against the manifest. Straining under the weight of a rifle and two duffel bags, the men shifted uncomfortably and waited to board. Red Cross volunteers handed each a ditty bag containing a toothbrush, toothpaste, cigarettes, and gum.


Senior officers were assigned staterooms in the ship’s fantail, but below deck, the conditions were spartan. The bunks were stacked five high with barely three feet between them. There were no mattresses, just stretched canvas roped into place on iron frames, and each man had a hook to hang his gear. With so many troopers shuffling aboard, maintaining order was a chore; the men were told to climb into their bunks and wait for additional instruction.


Many took their last glimpse of the States as they steamed past Alcatraz Island and under the Golden Gate Bridge. With their destination still unknown, almost all of them marked the occasion with a traditional coin toss into the ocean for good luck.


Of their departure, a trooper wrote to his parents, “Perhaps the most memorable part of our voyage was that first day off the coast of California as we headed toward the horizon…. Overhead, a flew blimps and planes seemingly escorting us out to sea. When they suddenly departed, I felt much like a baby bird just tossed from its nest!”


The 11th was sailing into a combat zone where the blood-stained tide was changing. After a series of stunning victories that had placed almost one-tenth of the globe under Emperor Hirohito’s banner, the Japanese lines—stretching thousands of miles in any direction from Tokyo—were crumbling. The Allies were regaining territory on multiple fronts, overland from the east in Burma and on two parallel routes of advance through the Pacific: one led by Army General Douglas MacArthur, the other led by Navy Admiral Chester W. Nimitz. The two American warlords were launching mutually supporting operations to seize a series of islands, both to shorten their supply lines and secure land-based airfields from which they could continue their campaigns.


MacArthur’s advance, in particular, was slicing through Japan’s economic sea lanes and threatening to cut off access to vital resources. The Emperor’s war machine required the rubber, oil, tin, and rice from his seized territories in the Dutch East Indies. Japanese military leaders understood the danger, and as the battles on Guadalcanal and New Guinea had shown, they would fight viciously to keep their supply routes open.


The Angels were heading into a fray unlike anything they could imagine, and left behind in the ship’s wake were their youth and innocence—for those who came back would never be the same.







Chapter 2 Bugs, Breasts, and Beer!



Oro Bay, New Guinea. Friday, May 26, 1944



Twenty-one days after departing San Francisco, the first ship dropped anchor off New Guinea’s east coast. The rest of the division continued to sail in during the next three weeks.


It had been a long, uncomfortable voyage, and the men were ready to get back on land. Temperatures soared in the crowded cargo holds, and blackout conditions at night reduced ventilation, making it worse. The stifling heat, described as “unbearable,” allowed fitful sleep at best, and many men slept on deck. On Lieutenant Miles Gale’s ship, the SS Sea Pike, the sailors relished washing down the decks before sunrise.


“At 4:00 a.m., the decks were watered down with fire hoses and sleepers would wake up in the middle of a river. There was a lot of salty language directed at the hose crew who delighted in waking the deck sleepers.”


The ghastly latrines stunk with a rank combination of sweat, cigarettes, and urine. Keeping clean was almost impossible. One of Haugen’s paratroopers recalled, “For washing and shaving, salt water only was available—it lathered not at all.” Some of the men tried to launder their uniforms by throwing them overboard tied to a rope, a technique that was abandoned after the sea claimed their clothes.


Everyone agreed the food was atrocious, a rare example of consensus amongst troops who made a sport out of disagreement. They were fed two meals a day: a breakfast of overcooked, dehydrated potatoes with green powdered eggs, and hot dogs or Spam for dinner. Both were slopped into the men’s mess kits after they waited in line for hours. On good days, they got an orange for lunch.


The monotonous daily routine at sea consisted of morning calisthenics, weapons cleaning, and four hours of repetitive instruction on anything from hygiene, malaria, first aid, aircraft recognition, treatment of POWs, military courtesy, and articles of war to map reading, gas mask drills, or a geographic orientation to the Pacific. The training day ended with a second session of calisthenics and dinner.


There was plenty of time for entertainment, though. The troopers organized skits, concerts, and boxing matches to help pass the time. Occasionally, the crew set up a movie projector on deck, and men watched from both sides of a stretched sheet, half enjoying the reversed film. Crossing the equator provided another distraction as the men graduated from pollywogs to shellbacks in the time-honored naval tradition. Officiated by a sailor dressed as King Neptune, the ceremony subjected selected officers and men to rituals of spankings, hot tar, and other embarrassments while troopers hooted and hollered in delight.


The Angels’ destination was announced a few days after sailing from San Francisco. Many had hoped Australia would be their first port of call, and there was disappointment and confusion when the PA system broadcast that they were going to New Guinea. It was the same on every ship—most men had no clue where the island was located. Invariably, at least one joker assured his buddies it couldn’t be that far from Old Guinea.


The ships anchored in Oro Bay, and the men clambered over the sides and down cargo nets to transports ready to bring them ashore. The sailors were relieved to be rid of the troopers. It had been a grudging relationship at best. The troopers booed loudly at the sailors’ failed attempts to hit floating targets during gunnery practice, and they considered the captain’s use of the loudspeakers to address his sailors as an unacceptable interruption. After each, “Now hear this, now hear this,” the troopers yelled in unison, “48! 49! 50! Some shit!” The bizarre chant’s origin seems to have been lost to history.


As the transport craft chugged toward shore, the troopers’ initial impressions of the island were favorable. Paratrooper George Doherty later recalled, “We got our first glimpse of the tropics, lush jungle so green and thick it looked like a solid wall.”


Edward ‘Big Ed’ Hogan concurred, adding, “The land rose rather steeply from the water’s edge, sometimes at an angle of 45 degrees or higher, with the trees and dark green jungle growth everywhere. At various levels, there were small hutments, and in the evening, the lights from the hutments presented a tranquil sight. It was a far cry from the Detroit River back home.”


Swing, having already arrived from his meeting with MacArthur, was waiting for them near the village of Dobodura. Their camp was in a broad jungle basin about fifteen miles inland from the bay, on the edge of a former US airfield.


Once ashore, Doherty’s initial excitement “gave way to the oppressive heat and humidity…. Perspiration broke out and soaked us to the skin.” As the troopers were driven down dusty roads to camp, they passed a ten-foot-tall hand-painted sign that read: “DOBODURA-TOKYO ROAD ‘There are many roads to Tokyo; we will neglect none of them.’ Pres. Roosevelt.”


The Angels were finally on the war path—or so they thought.





EACH UNIT FOUND piles of cots and heaps of twenty-by-twenty pyramidal tents waiting for assembly. While the Air Force had left the airfield and some dirt roads, it was up to the Angels to lay out and establish their camp.
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A trooper, Corporal Cecil C. Robson, stands in front of a typical tent on New Guinea; note the wood frame for storing the men’s mess kits





Swing’s engineers developed a framing system for the tents that tightened their musty canvases and raised them off the ground. The design became a division standard, and each unit constructed their frames accordingly. Troopers armed with machetes waded through the sea of eight-foot kunai grass and into the nearby jungle to cut down bamboo and haul it back to camp. Their harvest was cut to length and used as framing. Once the tents were up, each lodged four soldiers with room for their cots, footlockers, and weapons.


“Even with the side rolled up to catch a nonexistent breeze,” said Miles Gale, “those were very tight quarters.”


Work parties cleared vegetation to create areas for company formations and calisthenics. Showers were rudimentary contraptions built from aircrafts’ external fuel tanks. The tanks were hoisted up on poles with a hanging wire to open the valves that were fed chlorinated water pumped from a nearby creek. Bathing was scheduled by unit, with each having three days a week designated for their usage. The demand was high, and the water precious, so a formal memo documented the shower procedure: “All bathers will wet up, turn water off, soap well, and shower off.”


The latrines were even more basic: dug-in fifty-five-gallon oil drums with a seat cut out of scrap lumber. They were installed on the edge of camp, as far from the tents as reasonable.


“This setup didn’t encourage you to ‘sit and think,’ and with the addition of the odor, it was not a pleasant place to visit,” wrote one of Haugen’s officers. Miles Gale shuddered at the thought of the stench for decades after the war. To manage sanitation and odor, daily work parties poured aviation fuel into the drums of excrement and set the mess alight.


“In five or ten minutes, the fire would burn out and odor around the latrine would be almost bearable,” recalled Bill Porteous, who had the unpleasant chore of conducting the task.


Like the tents, the latrines needed to adhere to Swing’s approved design and be uniformly aligned to his liking. This created a lot of frustration as digging the pits for the barrels was no small task. In Major Edward ‘Slugger’ Lahti’s recollection, Swing “seemed to change his mind almost daily…. The many changes in the lineup of latrines required a great deal of unnecessary work. It was very discouraging for those in charge.”


Swing wanted the camp as orderly as any base back in the States, and he invested in making it as comfortable as possible. He had the labor and a jungle full of materials at his disposal, and just as importantly, all the work kept the men busy and out of trouble.


The men constructed huts in the local style, and with the help of Papuan labor, they built thatched roof kitchens, mess facilities, chapels, day rooms, and even clubs. Haugen’s men dubbed their sergeants’ lounge Club 91 for the ninety-one non-commissioned officers in the regiment who had exclusive access. Some of the huts had corrugated tin sheets added to the sides, giving them the semblance of permanence. To reduce the mud, dirt roads were covered with sand by engineers hauling dump trucks up from the beach.


In addition to making the base resemble a State-side post, Swing ran it like one too, maintaining a forty-four-hour training week. Guard duty was conducted in the regulated manner, with armed troops pacing off their assigned route while wearing their tan service uniforms and shined boots or shoes. Buglers blared the daily calls, twice each, one facing east and another west, ensuring they were heard by all. Church worship services were conducted regularly and included special services, such as Rosh Hashanah, by denomination.


At the same time, Swing established another jump school to qualify more parachutists. Henry Burgess was again in charge and took the opportunity to earn his wings. With the number of required jumps reduced from five to three to minimize injuries, Swing was getting closer to his goal, with almost 75 percent of the enlisted men parachute-qualified. Enough had gone through the division’s schools that Swing modified the designation of his glider infantry regiments to paraglider infantry regiments, in recognition of their dual airborne capability. Even though the Army did not officially recognize the new designation, it was a welcome boost in morale.


The Air Force also made twelve gliders available, and select groups of grumbling paratroopers became glider-qualified while acquiring some respect for the men who had to fly in the fragile aircraft. The school’s drop zone was near Soputa Military Cemetery, where the rows of wooden crosses marking the graves of men killed during the battle for New Guinea served as a sober reminder of what lay ahead.


There were also opportunities to learn from those who had already been in the thick of fighting. A few members of the Angels’ reconnaissance platoon were sent to the prestigious Alamo Scout School, while others attended the Australian-run jungle survival school. The Aussies had mastered the jungle at great cost. The Angels took their lessons to heart, including setting up a small sniper group armed with scoped bolt-action Australian Enfield rifles.


The Angels learned how the war in the Pacific was fought. The Australians’ and veterans’ anecdotes were consistent: a GI who failed to respect the “no quarter asked, none given” rules put himself and his buddies at risk. The Japanese had dictated the terms: the string of atrocities committed by Imperial troops were well publicized, starting with their decapitation and murdering of Chinese prisoners and civilians, up to the more recent revelations of brutalizing American and Philippine prisoners during the Bataan death march. But their ruthlessness was not just reserved for post-battle victory. The US Marines’ experience on Guadalcanal in 1942 revealed the enemy’s aversion to surrender, preferring instead to fight to the literal last man. Wounded Japanese were notorious for blowing themselves up to kill as many Allied soldiers as possible, and fake surrenders were a common deception. The trick of waving a white surrender flag, only to gun down those accepting the capitulation, occurred several times during the combat on New Guinea. The Angels were entering an “anything goes” campaign, and woe to the soldier who failed to steel his heart for it.


Training exercises emphasized patrolling and refined the Angels’ tactics. The maneuvers took place in the Owen Stanley mountains, which ‘Big Ed’ Hogan described as “the ugliest mountains in the world. They were positively eerie. A good part of the time, the peaks were covered with fog or clouds.”


Eerie they were, as thousands of Allied troops had died in them repelling the Japanese who had invaded in 1942. The bitter fighting, some of the most punishing of the entire war, pushed the Japanese back to the island’s west coast, where the battle continued.


Abandoned equipment, crashed aircraft, unexploded booby traps, and human remains were common encounters. A trooper in Doherty’s battalion recalled, “I remember that when we worked through exercises there, we commonly came across human skulls and bones.” The men also learned to recognize the putrid smell of rotting flesh as they trudged past Japanese corpses.


The possibility of stumbling upon Japanese stragglers while battling centipedes, fire ants, mosquitos, leeches, and the stifling heat combined to make the training both realistic and wholly unpleasant.


George Doherty recalled that entering the shoulder-deep primordial swamps “was a very scary situation, because you could imagine stepping into a bottomless hole and being swallowed up by the brackish water, and even worse was our imaginations that were running wild about long slithering snakes or crocodiles that could tear you apart.”


There were lots of rats, too. “I swear, as big as cats,” recalled one trooper. “God almighty, they scared the living hell out of you. They were all over the place.”


New Guinea introduced the Angels to the realities of jungle warfare, and they soon realized that the swamps of Louisiana had more in common with the plains of Kansas than the dense, unforgiving terrain of the Pacific Islands.


There were some humble reminders that common sense usually beat brute force. Leroy Butler recalled his patrol crossing a wide river that emptied into the ocean. “Being tough paratroopers,” he wrote, “we held our equipment high over our heads and forded the river. On the opposite side, we sat down to rest and dry ourselves.”


Feeling proud of their accomplishment, they watched as a five-foot-tall Papuan approached the river from the same direction they had just come from. “When he reached the river,” continued Butler, “he turned and walked straight out into the ocean, turned and walked parallel to the shore, and turned back toward the beach, never getting into water deeper than his knees.”


To rehearse bringing their full firepower to bear, combat teams— composed of an infantry battalion augmented with howitzers, engineers, heavy machineguns, and medics—conducted three-day live-fire exercises. Acting as a single unit, they completed a series of battlefield tasks: moving into and establishing a defensive perimeter, radioing for aerial resupply drops, and attacking a defended airfield with multiple assault parties.


The exercises proved invaluable. Mistakes were noted and lessons shared across the division to be learned and corrected. Failures were those of troops new to combat: individuals making too much noise during movement or bunching too closely together; commanders being unaware of where their subordinate units were or losing contact with adjacent units; lieutenants positioning flank security poorly and exposing their machineguns and artillery sites; patrol leaders getting lost; and officers sending verbose, unclear messages. It was better to hone these tactics in the relatively quiet jungles of New Guinea than in combat against an enemy who had been at war for over ten years.


Training with real ammunition formed the Angels into a cohesive fighting team, and they were as prepared for combat as any unit could be. But the realistic training came at a price. One of Haugen’s men was killed by flying debris from an explosion during a field exercise. A demonstration of Japanese hand grenades killed a captain, and six others were severely wounded when a rifle grenade detonated prematurely. Two men were accidently shot and killed by their own squad during live fire exercises, and several others were wounded by mortar shrapnel.


Beyond those hazards, troopers thought the island itself was trying to kill them. Even with the swamps surrounding the camp drained, warding off insects and disease was a constant battle. The men slept under nets to defend against “bomber-size mosquitoes,” and upon rising, they dusted their ankles and socks with insecticide powder. They continued the daily habit started during their Pacific voyage of taking Atabrine tablets to keep malaria at bay, with the noticeable side effect that it turned their skin and the whites of their eyes yellow. Everyone smelled like a pungent perfume of sweat and “bug oil,” the Army-issued insect repellent.


Swing’s strict policy was for the men in the field to wear their cotton field uniforms with their sleeves rolled down. The men complained about it, preferring to roll up their sleeves in the heat, but the practice was yet another preventative tactic against malaria, dengue fever, and scrub typhus. The threat was real, and despite their best efforts, several men died of scrub typhus after being bitten by mites while on jungle exercises.


Additionally, all the water was treated to prevent disease. In camp, chlorinated water was available in rubber lined lister bags, and in the field, disinfecting halazone tablets were dropped into canteens after filling them from streams. Chaplain Lee ‘Chappie’ Walker despised the taste. He likened it to “something like a liquefied rubber tire.” He longed for the “unadulterated joy of a cool, clear, pure, unspoiled, pristine flavor of a simple glass of water!” It would be well over a year before Chappie got to enjoy that modest pleasure.


Some found the conditions and intensity of the training too much. One man in paratrooper Jerry Davis’ unit committed suicide; another had a nervous breakdown, requiring evacuation.





COMBATING IDLE BOREDOM was almost a greater challenge than combating the elements. With evenings and weekends off, there was plenty of time for relaxation, but unlike their brethren in the European theater, men in the Pacific were stuck where they were. A rear-area base was still on an island in the middle of nowhere, barren of all youthful distractions. Here, there were no weekend passes to London or Paris, and no nearby villages with pubs, wine, or champagne. And women were as rare as a refreshing breeze.


Any romantic illusions the troopers might have had about landing in a tropical paradise populated by beautiful hula-dancers were dashed upon arrival. The aboriginal tribesmen, referred to by the Angels as “Fuzzie Wuzzies” due to their kinky, clay-coated hair, were, as one trooper unkindly noted, “just plain ugly.” The men were initially captivated by the Papuans’ dress, which for the women was little more than a skirt. With most of the troopers never having seen a naked breast, the bare-chested women were an instant curiosity. Troopers snapped photos by the dozens, but the women, surely sensing the adolescent chicanery, often fled from the camera. The initial interest faded, and there was little interaction with the local tribes, but GIs did barter with them, trading cigarettes, Hershey bars, or chewing gum for bananas or coconuts.


There was a small contingent of American women from the Women’s Army Corps on the island. Their compound was well guarded, however, with some sources claiming no less than three rings of barbed wired fences. Those WACs interested in dating servicemen gravitated to officers, leaving the enlisted men to fashion far-fetched tales of conquest that included pole-vaulting, tunneling, and even clinging to the underside of supply trucks.


Gambling was a popular pastime. The cooks in Hard Rock’s 3rd Battalion ran an after-hours casino in the mess tent, complete with music and craps tables, and it was a hopping spot on pay day. In addition to poker and dice, some games of chance took on a local flair. Doodlebug racing required participants bring their own insect, the bigger the better, as everyone agreed that size equated to speed. The beetles were placed in the center of a large circle drawn in the sand, and whosever athlete crossed the line first claimed their prize of beer or cigarettes.


Although the Army provided beer, the twelve-ounce, 3.2 percent alcohol beers available for purchase from the quartermaster were strictly rationed. Each man could buy up to twenty-four a month, but just three at a time within a three-day period. Keeping them cold was impossible.


Enterprising free-market capitalists stepped in to fill the void and satiate demand. Two men in Mile Gale’s platoon, Claude ‘Pappy’ Ledford and his buddy, Doug Pierson, rummaged through damaged aircraft to salvage tubes and valves to build their still. Shrewdly, they hid it in the jungle behind the latrines, where the awful odors discouraged the curious. With some stolen fruit, they were in business. Ledford named their brew “Old Saddlebags,” and after a few days, they had a canteen full of the white lightning. They shared it with their platoon. Each man took a sip, choked it down, and passed it on, eyes watering.


Moonshine production became a division-wide cottage industry, with bootleggers selling it in recycled beer bottles for up to $20.00 a “jug,” almost $300 in today’s dollars. Some commanders hunted down and destroyed the stills; others turned a blind eye in exchange for a discrete jug or two. The cat and mouse game became a sport unto itself, offering its own distraction from the island’s boredom. One plucky trooper fermented a brew of canned cherries, pineapples, raisins, prunes, and coconut juice in a fifty-five-gallon drum buried under the support beam of his tent; the squad smirked each time an officer inspected their quarters.


Swing was sensitive to his men’s plight, and his most ambitious effort to maintain their morale was also the Angels’ biggest construction project: an open-air amphitheater with enough bench seating for the entire division. The combat engineers spearheaded the task, supervising work parties and installing a generator-powered PA system. Upon completion, it sat twelve thousand spectators and was used for boxing matches, movies, concerts, and USO shows.


As ‘Big Ed’ Hogan recalled, “Movies were shown several nights a week…. The theatre was outdoors, and the only thing covered was the projector. It was always a good idea to bring your poncho in case of rain.”


To improve the concerts’ verve, Swing reorganized the division’s two bands, combining the artillery’s and Haugen’s into a single ensemble. Conducted by Warrant Officer John Bergland, the ninety-member orchestra belted out popular tunes by Glenn Miller, Jimmy Dorsey, and other well-known big-bands. The band had a nice gig, but Swing insisted they be qualified for truck driving, radio communicating, and pushing out supplies for aerial delivery. In combat, there would be little need for music and plenty of need for extra hands.


Sports were a big morale booster. Just as in the States, units fielded both baseball and football teams, although the temperature was often so extreme that the football games were played with ten-minute quarters to avoid heat exhaustion. Haugen’s football team led the division, thanks in no small part to his coach: six-foot-four ‘Big Tom’ Mesereau, the captain of Charlie Company. Mesereau had been playing football for at least nine of his twenty-three years. An All-State athlete from Englewood, New Jersey, he’d been recognized for his athletic accomplishments before entering West Point as a seventeen-year-old cadet in 1939. There, he ran track and lettered as a tackle three out of his four years on the football team. Haugen’s roster also included a veteran kicker from Missouri University.


The biggest sporting draw, however, was the Friday night fights. One division document estimated that 80 percent of the men stepped into the boxing ring for a bout at one point or another. And if it was worth playing, in Hard Rock’s opinion, it was worth winning.


It took just a few losses to the glider units for Haugen to start “raising hell” with the 511th’s coach, Lieutenant Preston D. Carter. A former NCAA National Middleweight champion, Carter finally suggested Haugen find a more suitable coach, and he was replaced by another lieutenant, Foster D. Arnett.


Haugen didn’t care what Arnett had to do, but he made it clear losing to the glider riders was unacceptable. Fighters were paired from across the division by weight class and a five-point scale from amateur to professional. The idea was to prevent mismatches and give the audience—and the gladiators—a fair fight. But competitive spirits ran high, and coaches often slipped a larger or more experienced fighter into a bout. The glider riders had more professionally ranked boxers than Hard Rock’s team, which had two: Calvin ‘The Fox’ Lincoln and ‘Irish Gene’ Kirk. The Fox, a trim redhead, and the tattooed Kirk were both despised by the glider troops.


The Fox liked to keep his lightning-fast left hand lowered, inviting a right hook from his opponent, who never failed to take the bait—and always regretted it.


“[The Fox] would fight anyone, anytime, anywhere, and without regard to his opponents’ size and record,” said Arnett.


Arnett’s most lethal fighter was Sergeant William Ransdell from Colorado. Ransdell was a reluctant boxer who preferred to stay out of the ring. But when he stepped in, he was a beast, infamous for his three single-punch knockouts.


Arnett, who was serving a stint at the division officers’ mess hall after getting into a non-sanctioned fist fight with another officer, took advantage of his demotion to sneak his fighters in for steak after tournaments. That lasted until Swing found out about it and sent him packing back to the 511th. Haugen had to have been happy with Arnett’s team as they took the division title, then went on to defeat all comers from the neighboring 33rd Infantry Division and win the New Guinea Championship.





Much to the aggravation of both the troopers and their commanding general, the division was required to provide a rotating shift of stevedores down at the harbor. The troopers, conscious of their elite status as combat troops, thought unloading supply ships was “humiliating.” The dock work exacerbated a growing morale problem.


When the division landed on New Guinea, Swing promised they’d see action soon enough, telling his men to “think, eat, and dream of war.” Months passed. All they’d done was sit through interminable lectures and conduct training exercises, and now they were hauling freight. Maintaining a sharp edge required the potential of training paying off, but with no imminent mission, a “deadly monotony” settled in. One of Haugen’s officers described his men as “wild horses, over-trained and eager to get into the fight.”


The restless troopers, already referring to themselves as “noncombatants,” added “labor battalions” to their growing list of self-derogatory adjectives.


But youth can always find a way to salve the tedium of inaction.


“I ought to shoot that thing down,” said a trooper, squinting over his rifle sights at a colony of large fruit bats silhouetted against the setting sun.


“You’re a chicken if you don’t!” came the immediate taunt.


The jibes grew louder, and finally, the man squeezed off a shot. The bullet grazed a bat, and the rest of the platoon snatched up their rifles and opened fire. The fusillade downed a couple more of the creatures and also brought down the wrath of several officers, who swarmed into the tents to apprehend the sharpshooters.


Haugen was incensed by his men’s poor judgement. Opening fire in such a manner, and in an area still considered a combat zone, was reckless. He confiscated their ammunition and disciplined the entire 3rd Battalion for the misconduct. Group punishment or “collective motivation,” intended to inspire peer pressure for future compliance, has always been a questionable leadership tactic. It is despised by the innocent and ignores the fact that troublemakers rarely consider the repercussions of their actions; it can also backfire with the group, closing ranks against authority.


The sentence was a Hard Rock specialty: a fast-paced march in full equipment. Sitting a few hundred miles below the equator, New Guinea is hot and humid, and as Mile Gale put it, they were all in a “constant state of sweat.” The grueling march under the blazing sun was agonizing, and several men collapsed with heat exhaustion. Four of the cases were so serious they never returned to duty. The punishment reinforced Haugen’s already polarizing reputation, and “ruthless martinet” was a description later leveled at him by a fellow officer.





DOWN AT THE HARBOR, the Angels took the liberty to compensate themselves for what they viewed as a lack of fair wages. They were paid to fight the enemy, not unload cargo. They rationalized that, as they were in the Army and were unloading Army supplies, taking some of those supplies wasn’t stealing, it was merely reallocation. They reallocated by the ton.


“Personally,” said First Lieutenant Randolph W. Kirkland, “I thought this thievery to be a just and righteous thing. The rear area scum certainly saw to it that none of the good things reached the combat troops.”


Kirkland, a twenty-four-year-old intelligence officer from South Carolina, was a mechanical engineer by schooling. He’d waved his General Electric draft deferment and joined the parachute infantry. He was five-feet, ten-inches tall, trim, with green eyes and dark brown hair. He wore his cap at a jaunty angle that complemented his tight-lipped smirk of a smile. His sardonic knack for recognizing the absurdities of Army life, combined with his lack of pretense, gave him an easy empathy for the plights of enlisted men.




[image: Image]

First Lieutenant Randolph W. Kirkland, Jr.





The thefts ranged from pilfering cans of Coca-Cola, coffee, and fruit to heists by the truckload. Serving as transport drivers, a few Angels made detours to camp with a goldmine of frozen Australian beef. By the time the loss was discovered by the harbor’s quartermasters, all the evidence had been consumed.


Haugen, however, drew the line. Upon hearing of steak available in the officer’s mess tent, he yelled, “I don’t want you officers to eat any better than the enlisted men!” He didn’t care about stealing from rear echelons, but if there wasn’t enough for everyone, don’t bother.


Swing largely turned a blind eye to the mischief. When Colonel Stanley Bachmani, the base commander, called to complain about troopers loafing on the job and stealing anything not nailed down, Swing took none of it.


“Stanley, you have over twenty-seven thousand base commandos down there, and I resent the hell out of your calling on me for support unloading ships,” he said. “My men are angels compared to that outfit you have under your command.” The reallocations continued unabated.


But tensions flared again after a group of Haugen’s troopers stole a generator and lights to replace their kerosene lanterns in camp. The stunning set-up, described as “Times Square on New Year’s Eve,” drew too much attention, and it was soon moved to Swing’s headquarters. That lasted only a few nights before Bachmani reclaimed the generator. “Sparks flew, but no court martial charges,” admitted one of the perpetrators.


Bachmani’s quartermasters gave Swing his own nickname, ‘Ali Baba,’ short for Ali Baba Swing and his eight thousand thieves.


Swing’s officers enjoyed playing the game as well. Major Henry Burgess, while visiting an Air Force base to coordinate aircraft for the division’s jump school, spotted an unguarded refrigerator.


“I decided I wanted that refrigerator,” said Burgess. It was quickly and quietly loaded into a jeep, covered with a tarp, then transferred back to camp. Burgess figured the best way to avoid the heat of having such a rare, luxurious item was to gift the icebox to Swing, who didn’t ask where it came from.


Some of the stealing was to make up for shortages, or short-sightedness, in the division’s authorized allocation of equipment. The division was meant to travel light, but some troopers thought the War Department made them too light.
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