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This book is for my wife, Mary Ellen Liimatainen Hanrahan, who introduced me to her wonderful uncle, Niilo Liimatainen. I will be forever grateful.
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PREFACE


I met Niilo Liimatainen in 1971, shortly after I started dating his niece, Mary Ellen, who later became my wife. Niilo and I developed a wonderful relationship. It would not be until about two decades later that he began to share his World War II experiences with me. My wife would later tell me that her parents made it clear that they were never to ask their uncle questions about his military service.

Eventually I would learn that Niilo’s platoon had been virtually wiped out during combat at the Battle of the Bulge, which turned out to be the U.S. Army’s bloodiest engagement of the war. By war’s end, Niilo was one of just three survivors from that platoon. All three had been captured by the Germans in the battle’s aftermath.

Niilo gradually started attending reunion events and sharing his stories. He became known for his photographic memories of his service time, many of which were preserved in letters. By the 1990s, Niilo was openly talking about his service time, and many conversations would follow.

Gradually I learned details of the evolution of his 513th Parachute Infantry Regiment and the terrible battle that decimated that unit at a battlefield in Flamierge, Belgium, in early January 1945. Finally, one day in the early 1990s, Niilo and I sat down for a daylong interview. We agreed that we would work together to tell his story. We never got around to it, and he passed away in 2005.

Since that time, I have been determined to follow through on this project. I am fortunate to have access to Niilo’s book collection, on loan from my brother-in-law, John Liimatainen, one of Niilo’s nephews. Two of those books were authored by fellow veterans of the 513th Parachute Infantry Regiment. Even more helpful was a collection of letters authored by Niilo and other veterans of the regiment. All were vital resources.

The brave young men who fought this battle for our country are at the heart of this story. The Germans had deliberately launched their attack in the Ardennes region because they believed the Americans to be soft and weak. They were very wrong about this, as the American troops proved to be a very determined foe.

Against the backdrop of this important battle, Allied leadership and its fighting troops distinguished themselves with audacity, bravery, and resolve. I am sincerely grateful to the late Niilo Liimatainen for sharing his story.


CHAPTER 1
TROY, NEW HAMPSHIRE


On April 18, 1923, Niilo Liimatainen was born on the family farm in Richmond, New Hampshire, to John and Wilhelmina (Pollari) Liimatainen. Niilo was one of twelve children born to the Liimatainens, who had emigrated from Finland. The family settled in southwestern New Hampshire, an area that was home to many Finnish immigrants, as was central Massachusetts. Although their farm was within the Richmond town limits, the Liimatainen property was located just over the town line from Troy, New Hampshire. The only road access to the property led east toward Troy, New Hampshire, via Richmond Road and High Street.

It is believed that Troy was named for Troy, New York, which had been incorporated in 1791.1 Troy, New Hampshire, was incorporated in 1815. The town limits were established by incorporating parts of four neighboring towns. They were Marlborough to the north, Fitzwilliam to the south, and Swanzey and Richmond to the west.

Settlement of the region by Europeans had been slowed down by instability caused by ongoing conflicts between colonists and Native Americans.2 During the early colonial period, British colonial settlements were primarily south and east of the Appalachian Mountains, with the French settling to the north and west. Tensions between the French and British settlers resulted in four separate wars. Those wars began with King William’s War (1688–1697) and ended with the Seven Years’ War (1754–1763), also known as the French and Indian War.3

Niilo Liimatainen’s parents had arrived in the United States in 1902. Born in 1880, his father, John, had emigrated from Kivijarvii, Finland. His mother, Wilhelmina, from the same village, was born in 1883.

John submitted his application for citizenship in the United States on August 28, 1922. On the “Declaration of Intention” form, his occupation was listed as a farmer residing in North Richmond, New Hampshire. He described himself as white, with a dark complexion, a height of five feet, six inches, weighing 145 pounds with dark brown hair and brown eyes. The form also asked him to describe “other visible distinctive marks,” and he indicated that the second finger on his right hand had a broken joint.

John’s declaration of intention also asked him to “renounce forever all allegiance and fidelity to any foreign prince, potentate, state or sovereignty,” and John replied that, in particular, to “the Republic of Finland.”

Prior to signing the form John documented that he had sailed from Liverpool, England, and had arrived in Boston, Massachusetts, on May 3, 1902.

The final language on the form, just above the signature lines, reads as follows. “I am not an anarchist; I am not a polygamist nor a believer in the practices of polygamy; and it is my intention in good faith to become a citizen of the United States of America and to permanently reside therein: So Help Me God.”4

Around 1970, I asked a Finnish friend, Henry Oya, what exactly attracted the Finns to the south central New England region. He gave a simple, two-word answer: “Hard work!”5 He smiled and added, “And we don’t believe in wasting a lot of words!” In New England, the hardworking Finns were employed in factories, as farmers, and in quarries, among many other professions.

John Liimatainen certainly understood hard work. During the 1930s, John and his son Oiva had spent one winter at a logging camp, north of Richmond, in New Hampshire. Chainsaws had yet to be introduced to the marketplace. Logging was all hand work. After all that hard labor, John told his son that he would stop in Keene, New Hampshire, on the way home to purchase him a gift. He kept that promise. The gift was a practical one. It was a brand-new ax!6

Railroad travel arrived in Troy in 1848. The line connected Boston, Massachusetts, with southwestern New Hampshire and continued northwest through Keene, New Hampshire, to Bellows Falls, Vermont. A notable early rider was author and naturalist Henry David Thoreau, who would disembark in Troy before traveling east to Mount Monadnock. Passenger service on the line was continuous from 1848 to 1958, with freight service on the line ending about a decade later.7

Two passenger trains passed through Troy each way in 1850. By August 1864, three passenger trains were passing through in each direction. Finally, by 1906, seven trains per day were moving through Troy in both directions.

In 1891, excursions to Mount Monadnock in Jaffrey, New Hampshire, were available. Passengers could board in Boston and ride the train to Troy, and then would travel to the Monadnock House in Jaffrey via a carriage owned by H. E. Goodrich. The entire excursion cost $4.30. During that same year, two rooming houses were operating in Troy, and the rate at both was $2 per night. Special weekly rates also were offered. To this day, Mount Monadnock remains one of the most frequently climbed mountains in the world.

During that same year, the cost to ship seventy-one dozen soap pails from Troy to Chester, Vermont, was $5.11. Seventy crates of buckets shipped from Troy to Chester cost $2.65. A load of mixed furniture cost $1.80 to be moved along the same route. Outgoing trains also carried textiles and blueberries produced in Troy.

In 1878, a five-hundred-pound barrel of pork cost twenty-five cents to be shipped from Fitzwilliam, New Hampshire to Troy.8

The business anchor of Troy was a woolen mill that opened in 1851. Initially the mill produced horse blankets. Until that time horse blankets were imported from Europe and were very costly. Founded by Thomas Goodall, the company produced much more reasonably priced blankets of excellent quality. The blankets were used extensively by Union soldiers during the American Civil War.

In 1865, Mr. Goodall sold the company to Elliott, Porter, and Barrett Ripley. At that point, Troy Blanket Mills was established. Troy Mills would be operated by five generations of the Ripley family until its closing in 2001. The products manufactured by the company continued to evolve throughout the twentieth century, with clients including the auto industry, shoe and boot manufacturers, and many others.9 At its peak, the mill employed as many as five hundred people.

In 1862, President Abraham Lincoln issued a call for seventy-five thousand volunteers as the Union and the Confederacy were at war. A total of fifty-four Troy men volunteered for service. This was remarkable as the total population of the town, according to the 1860 census, was only 761. Ten of those men would lose their lives in the war.10

Troy’s population was 1,444 in 1920, growing to approximately 2,000 by the year 2000.




CHAPTER 2
GERMANY MOVES FORWARD


On March 7, 1936, Adolf Hitler took a seemingly small step. Approximately thirty-five thousand German troops reoccupied the Rhineland. As a result of the Treaty of Versailles following World War I, the Rhineland region had been created as a fortification-free buffer zone between France and Germany. This was the first of many acts of German aggression that would ultimately lead to World War II.

Hitler’s act, a calculated risk, could possibly have resulted in an armed response from the Western powers. But this did not happen, underscoring Hitler’s contention that the Western governments lacked the resolve to stand up to this open violation of the Treaty of Versailles and the subsequent Treaty of Locarno.

Awaiting reaction from the Western powers, Hitler was elated as his special train traveled toward Berlin. It became clear that there would be no intervention.1

In August 1936, Germany hosted the Summer Olympic Games in Berlin. Under Hitler’s orders, Nazi Germany did all it could to show the world that the country was committed to peace and prosperity.2 A firm believer in the racial superiority of the Germanic peoples, Hitler was obviously irritated by the success of America’s African American sprinter Jesse Owens and refused to shake his hand. A fellow American runner, marathoner Johnny Kelley, told this story some sixty years later. “When we filed past Adolf Hitler, he saluted me but I refused to salute him back.” Later on, Jesse Owens asked Johnny why he did not return Hitler’s salute. Kelley told him he had no use for Hitler. Owens replied that if Hitler had saluted him, he would have returned the gesture.3

In the years ahead, Hitler’s territorial ambitions and racial prejudices were to have horrific consequences.

Growing bolder, Hitler ordered the annexation of Austria on March 11, 1938.4 After the necessary political groundwork had been laid, Germany’s forces marched into Austria. Again the Western powers failed to respond forcefully.

Hitler then turned his attention east to Czechoslovakia. After annexing the Sudetenland region, German forces invaded Czechoslovakia in March 1939. With the Western powers once more failing to take a firm stand against Nazi Germany, Hitler now dominated Central Europe.5

Finally, in September 1939, Hitler’s invasion of Poland brought France and England into the war. Poland was quickly overrun and partitioned between Germany and the Soviet Union. History’s most horrific war had begun.6

Germany seized Denmark and Norway in spring 1940 and then invaded France on May 10, 1940. France was attacked on its extreme left flank, with German forces first pouring into the Netherlands, Belgium, and Luxembourg. The attack effectively bypassed France’s famed Maginot Line, along the French-German border, and resulted in total defeat for the defending French and British forces.7

The Axis war machine had reached a high point and now dominated Western Europe.




CHAPTER 3
ENLISTMENT AND TRAINING


On February 3, 1943, Niilo “Limey” Liimatainen enlisted in the U.S. Army at the age of nineteen. He had wanted to enlist earlier, but his mother had forbidden it. Niilo’s brothers, Toivo and Oiva, had enlisted earlier. All three brothers would serve in the European theater. Finally, a fourth brother, Lauri, enlisted later in the war and served in occupied Japan.1

Niilo reported for active duty at Fort Devens in Massachusetts on February 7, 1943. He would remain there until February 17. Fort Devens is located only about fifty miles southeast of Niilo’s hometown in New Hampshire.

Originally named Camp Devens, the base was established in 1917 as a training facility for World War I soldiers. It was named for Major General Charles Devens Jr., a Civil War veteran who later served as a Massachusetts state senator, and then as a Massachusetts Supreme Court justice. Later he served as attorney general of the United States, in the cabinet of President Rutherford B. Hayes, from 1877 to 1881.

Between wars the camp hosted training for New England–based National Guard troops, Reserve Units, Reserve Officers’ Training Corps (ROTC) candidates, and Citizen’s Military Training Camp (CMTC) candidates. In 1929, Robert Hutchings Goddard used the installation as a rocket test site. Three years earlier, Goddard had successfully launched the first liquid-fueled rocket, ushering in an era that ultimately resulted in flight into outer space.

The camp became a permanent installation in 1931 and was officially named Fort Devens in 1932. In 1940, the fort was designated as a reception center for draftees from New England. Construction began on twelve hundred wooden buildings and two hospitals that same year. In 1941, an airfield was added. The fort later housed a prisoner of war camp for German and Italian soldiers from 1944 to 1946. Fort Devens remained active until its official closing on March 31, 1996.2

Niilo Liimatainen’s next stop, after Fort Devens, was Camp Edwards. Camp Edwards was dedicated in 1938, and was named in honor of Major General Clarence Edwards, who commanded the 26th Division in World War I. The camp is located in Mashpee, Massachusetts, on Cape Cod. Camp Edwards was leased by the U.S. Army as a training facility in 1940. Much of the construction at the base had taken place in the late 1930s when it was the largest construction project of the Works Progress Administration (WPA) in the state of Massachusetts, employing more than six hundred workers. Overall, President Franklin Roosevelt’s work relief programs employed more than 8.5 million people during that post-Depression era.3

From Camp Edwards, Niilo Liimatainen headed south by train to begin what would turn out to be an extensive training regimen.

On April 20, 1943, the 82nd Airborne Division briefly sojourned at Camp Edwards before being shipped to join the fight against the retreating German forces in northwest Africa. Their movement from Fort Bragg to Camp Edwards was done quietly. All signs that they were an airborne unit were deliberately removed from sight. Their jumpsuits, boots, and other airborne clothing and equipment were removed and carefully hidden during their journey north. The unit was required to continue this charade of pretending not to be an airborne unit during their one-week stay at Camp Edwards. Finally, the unit boarded trains destined for their waiting ships.4

Deception was an important ingredient in military operations during the war, and indeed during all wars.

Niilo Liimatainen’s next stop was a training area in Alabama. Writing in 1994, Niilo Liimatainen shared some memories of his experience there. “A long line of future troopers stood waiting to be assigned to platoons. Major Morris Anderson spotted an air corps corporal and remarked, ‘Well will you look here! There is a little air corps corporal,’ he said. ‘You will never make it as this is a young man’s game.’

“H. I. Thompson replied, ‘Sir, I’d like to try if you don’t mind.’ He indeed did make it and later became the platoon sergeant of the 2nd Platoon.

“Day after day I remember them playing the song, ‘Pistol Packin’ Mama.’ I sure did get sick of this as every day it was blasted out over the outdoor speaker.”5

It should be noted that, after its release during the war, “Pistol Packin’ Mama” was the first-ever country song to go to the top of the Billboard popular music charts. It was written by Al Dexter and then recorded by his musical group, Al Dexter and His Troopers.

More than three decades later, Wayne “Raw” Hyde remembered an Alabama Training Area encounter with Lieutenant “Big Ben” Makowka. Later, during the Battle of the Bulge, Makowka served as Niilo Liimatainen’s platoon leader leading up to the Battle of Flamierge in Belgium.

Hyde detailed an informal meet-and-greet session. The troopers were lined up alphabetically.

“Finally it was my turn to face Big Ben. He was looking at my five-foot-eight civilian occupation card. ‘Hyde,’ he said in his deep baritone, monotone voice, ‘it says here you are a professional musician. Do you think you’ll be able to keep up with these people? I mean, there’s a lot of physical aspects to this.’”

Hyde described his reply as polite and militarily correct. “Sir, I know I can keep up. I can do anything you can do, just maybe I can do it faster.”

At that point, Hyde wondered about the wisdom of his answer. “Big Ben didn’t smile, he studied me closer than I wanted to be studied, and then stuck out his hand, and I shook it.”

“Welcome to I Company,” Makowka said. Hyde noted that he had a big smile on his face when he said it.6

Dean Swem remembered sharing stories with a couple of buddies after they all took leave from the Alabama Training Area. While Swem’s leave was an authorized furlough, his two friends had “gone over the hill.” In other words, they had departed without authorization. Not surprisingly, as Swem described it, “there was hell to pay when they returned.”

Swem continued: “In addition to all the shit details like hauling ashes, trash, garbage, etc., they were required to clean out grease traps at the mess hall (the dirtiest, rottenest, stinkiest, gut churning job in the Army), as well as extended latrine and K. P. (kitchen police) duty. After regular hours they were paired off to dig ‘four by fours’ in the sand some distance apart from one another. The holes were four feet square and four feet deep. They dug after hours daily until the excavations were completed. They were then issued a wheelbarrow to haul the sand to each other’s pits to fill them up.”

Swem went on: “Another form of punishment was to deliver messages from company headquarters to division headquarters on a bicycle. The big drawback was that this was done while wearing a musette bag filled with sand as they tried to peddle [pedal] a bike through loose sand. They found it easier to push the bike. It was tough.”

Swem concluded that, while this punishment was very rough, it was a very strong deterrent to anyone even thinking of going absent without leave. And of course, all the suffering his buddies had endured left Swem feeling very relieved that he had gone through proper channels before leaving the training area.7

Parachute jumps were part of the regimen at the Alabama Training Area. Dean Swem had vivid memories of at least one of those jumps. Swem, then a corporal, found himself at the end of the line. He would be the last to jump. As he remembered, “All seemed to be going well until it came to Charley Rinkowsky, the ever smiling, agreeable squad mate. Charley then committed the unforgivable sin for every paratrooper by freezing in the door! Now, the plane does not stop and drop you off at the next corner. It is throttled down to almost stalling speed of 120 miles an hour and tipped slightly to the right to allow for an easier and more efficient exit.”

Swem was at the end of the line, and seeing Charley just standing there with a foolish-looking smile on his face, he yelled out, “Jump Charley, jump!”

Rinkowsky was still grinning. He replied, “Who me?”

Following that reply Swem and another paratrooper dove over Rinkowsky and out the door. The delay caused Swem to miss the drop zone and land in a patch of corn about ten feet high.

Then Swem looked up and saw his plane make a second pass over the drop zone. And then he watched as Charley Rinkowsky smoothly jumped out and hit the target zone. The second paratrooper, who had jumped just in front of Swem, had been lucky enough to just catch the edge of the target zone with his landing.

Swem was forced to gather up his gear and walk out of the corn patch. By the time he made his way back to the squad barracks, he was hot, sweaty, dirty, and extremely angry. He had also missed chow, which agitated him even more.

At last Swem entered his squad’s hut. As if he was not angry enough, Swem was enraged to see Rinkowsky relaxing on his bunk, freshly showered, suntanned, and wearing a fresh T-shirt. And then he heard someone yell, “Where the hell have you been, Dean?”

“Ask Charley, that SOB froze in the door on me!”

Charley said nothing, but, according to Swem, his guilty look and silly smile confirmed his guilt. Swem was at a boiling point now.

“Now Charley, you are going to take that parachute back over the river to the packing shed and turn it in to the guard on duty.”

“Like hell I am,” he replied. “Do you think I’m nuts?”

“Well,” Swem responded, “then fall out into the company street and I am going to work you over, but good.”

With that, Charley wisely climbed out of his bunk and put a shirt on. “My chutes are laying right by the door Charley, so get your ass in gear and turn them in.”

Later, Swem was sure that Charley returned from his errand much too soon. He assumed that Charley had taken the chutes as far as the river and tossed them in. He let the matter go and never did hear anything about the chutes that had obviously gone missing.8

During his time at the Alabama Training Area, the mess hall jukebox became a source of irritation for Kurt Gabel and many other troopers. The jukebox would play the same song over and over again. The song in question was “Boogie Woogie,” performed by Tommy Dorsey. “Soon it became the most hated song in the battalion,” Gabel recalled. That led to a determined effort to find out who was the anonymous lover of that song. Later on it was concluded that the whole thing was an organized effort to drive the troopers out of their minds. “Only our great hunger, fresh eggs, sausages, lots of toast, and good coffee managed to neutralize that song.”9

Efforts to get to the bottom of the “Boogie Woogie” torture were ongoing. Kurt Gabel remembered some of the discussion that took place.

“It’s one of those goddamn dog KPs!” That was one reaction, referring to the mess hall workers known as Kitchen Police. “Revenge is what they want, those goddamn quitters!”

Another trooper chimed in. “Hell, those poor bastards wouldn’t have the guts. It’s just part of the shit they are trying to rattle our cage with. Probably activated from battalion headquarters.”

The bitching session continued. “Oh, for Christ’s sake, it’s just another one of our stupid, goddamn people right here who got his rocks off on that song, that’s all. I’ll catch the bastard soon enough and stuff his ass right into that machine.”

“Let’s disconnect the goddamn thing or smash it up.”

“Yeah and get disqualified.” That remark was followed by silence. When the song ended, all eyes were glued to the jukebox, just waiting for someone to have the nerve to drop a nickel in. But it never happened.10

Niilo Liimatainen had positive memories of his commanding officer in Alabama. “The commanding officer at the training area was Lieutenant Wallace. He was a well liked officer. He ended up leaving us for reasons I do not know. He had a brother who used to fly over the camp and he would always say ‘that is my brother.’ When we fired our M-1 rifles he told us that anyone who fires at the expert level will get a carton of cigarettes. I met the requirements, but never received my award. It was probably just as well as I gave up cigarettes years ago.”11

Wayne Hyde also had good things to say about Lieutenant Wallace. Wallace was concerned about stories he had heard about troopers borrowing money from one another and then not making good on their debts.

Wallace formed up his troops and delivered a little speech. “Too many of you men have been borrowing money from each other and not paying it back. This has led to what I’ll call ‘fisticuffs.’” At this point, Wallace paused and waited for the men to laugh, which they did. “Now men, that’s a lot of happy horseshit. You want to fight, you don’t fight with each other. You’ve got plenty of that ahead of you, but not in the United States.”

Then Wallace, who was a wealthy man, drove home his point. “If you want money, you come to me. I’ll lend you the money. No interest on it. If you don’t pay me back, I won’t miss the money, but the deadbeats will sure as hell miss their time off! Do I make myself clear?”

Hyde did not know of a single man who approached their lieutenant for a loan. He remembered Wallace as a tough, natural leader. He was “strict and stern, and very fair.”12

After finishing its training in Alabama, the unit headed to Fort Benning in Georgia for parachute training.

The 513th Parachute Infantry Regiment was activated at Fort Benning, Georgia, on January 11, 1943.13 The regiment was attached to the 17th Airborne on August 13 of that year. On March 10, 1944, it was formally assigned to the 17th Airborne. Historian John S. D. Eisenhower referred to the 513th as “an unusually select regiment.”14

Private Kurt Gabel of the 513th passed away before he had completed the manuscript of his World War II memoirs. William C. Mitchell added one final chapter to the memoir, titled The Making of a Paratrooper. He also added a foreword and an introduction to this wonderful first-person account. In his foreword, Mitchell pointed out that Gabel was quite clear on his expectations regarding his unit. Kurt Gabel “was convinced by his own subsequent experience that Americans, properly trained, highly motivated, and skillfully led, would fight and fight superbly.”

Mitchell continued. “The soldiers whose fighting qualities Kurt Gabel extolled represented, of course, elite troops. From their inception the paratroops obtained a disproportionate share of the physically and intellectually best-qualified recruits available to the Army Ground Forces. Precisely how significant the composition of such units was to their success is a matter of debate. But because of the special skills and training requirements associated with the paratroops, units such as the 513th Parachute Infantry Regiment did not undergo the constant personnel changes that beset most U.S. infantry units organized during the middle of the war. Gabel and his buddies experienced stability and continuity; therefore it is not surprising that he finds leadership and unit esprit to be the primary ingredients to outstanding performance in battle. That seems to be a matter on which Gabel and the U.S. Army today agree.”15

After the unit completed its training regimen, it was deployed to England in August 1944. Training continued in England until the unit left for France in late December of that year. Its actions during the Battle of the Bulge, and later in Germany, created a legacy worthy of pride.

When hostilities ended in Europe in April 1945, the 513th performed occupation duties until June 15, when it returned to France for redeployment. The unit was formally deactivated at Camp Myles Standish in Massachusetts on September 15, 1945.

Fort Benning was the next stop for the men destined to be paratroopers. It originally opened as Camp Benning in 1918 on a former plantation site. The installation is located near the Alabama border, about ten miles south of Columbus, Georgia. It was named for Confederate brigadier general Henry Benning, a Georgia native.

The camp was funded as a permanent installation in 1920, and it was renamed Fort Benning in 1922.

During World War II, Fort Benning became an important infantry and airborne training area, as well as an officer’s candidate school. Infantry and combined arms tactics were also developed and fine-tuned during the war years there.

By 2024, the fort was well established as an important site for combat training, housing an overall population of 120,000, including soldiers, families, retirees, and service personnel.16

A historic moment had taken place at Fort Benning on the morning of June 26, 1940. The soldiers of the 29th Infantry Regiment were awakened by morning reveille, followed by assembly and head counts. While the men disliked these rituals, they did always look forward to the breakfast that would follow.

When the head counting was complete and men were dismissed, the men would then rush toward the mess hall and jockey for position in the chow line. The morning of June 26 was different because, immediately after dismissal, the first sergeant announced, “At ease men, give me your attention up here.”

Then the first sergeant delivered his message. “The Army is going to form a special unit here called the Parachute Test Platoon. Regiment is looking for volunteers who want to join the outfit. Anyone who volunteers will be put on special duty status with the Infantry Board, and will be required to make parachute jumps out of airplanes. Any of you men that are interested in volunteering should report to me in the day room right after this formation.”

Not all the soldiers were enthusiastic about this opportunity. One remarked, “The first sergeant must have gone crazy if he thinks I’m going to join an outfit that’s going to be jumping out of airplanes!”

The first sergeant did not expect many, if any, men to volunteer. But much to his surprise, more than twenty men answered the call. He then informed the men that candidates for the test platoon must have a minimum of two years of service in the infantry, must be in excellent physical condition, must weigh no more than 185 pounds, and, because of the high risk, must be single.

The same announcement had been made simultaneously throughout the entire 29th Infantry that morning, and soon the names of more than two hundred volunteers found their way to the regimental sergeant major’s desk.

In the end, this test unit developed important experiments, procedures, and exercises that established the template for future training for the paratroopers of the future. The training plan that was developed was a physically demanding eight weeks long. All aspects of parachute activities were covered, coupled with combat training, tactical training, daily three-mile runs, tactics, and more.

One extremely important aspect of the training was the fact that mistakes of any kind resulted in harsh punishment. The rationale for this was that a single mistake by a paratrooper could result in broken bones or even death. To grimly illustrate this, the fact is that a jumper from a plane flying at one thousand feet who fails to open his main parachute, or his reserve chute, will fall to his death in just eight seconds. This zero tolerance for mistakes policy has remained central to parachute troop training ever since.

In 1945, the War Department recognized the forty-two enlisted men and two officers who ultimately formed the test unit. In its commendation, the department noted, “Highly successful airborne operations in all theaters of operation throughout the war attest to the achievements of the test platoon.”17

The formation of America’s first parachute test platoon had been influenced by developments around the world during the interwar years. On August 2, 1930, a jump by Soviet airborne troops was executed near the city of Voronezh. About five years later, twenty-five hundred Soviet airborne troops and gliders participated in a landing during military exercises. In 1939, the Soviets launched a successful airborne operation in Romania. Finally, on April 9, 1940, the German Luftwaffe successfully executed the world’s first large-scale airborne combat attacks during the invasion of Norway. More German successes followed, and the American military establishment took notice.18

Training was extremely demanding for the members of the test platoon. The daily regimen included five-mile runs, battle drills, and test jumping.

There was little time for recreation for the troopers, who finished each day sorely in need of rest. On base a movie house and beer garden did provide opportunities for a little diversion. With their first mass jump looming, Private Aubrey Eberhardt and three of his buddies decided to take in a movie one evening. After the film ended, the group decided to head for the beer garden, and they were thirsty. A lot of beer was consumed.

Walking back to their tent encampment, the group discussed the mass jump that was scheduled for the next day. The mass jump would be much more risky than the individual jumps they had made so far. And none of them were excited about being part of a rapid-moving mass of men hurrying out the door of their plane. Yet at the same time, they were looking forward to that important next step in their training.

Eberhardt, who stood six feet, eight inches in height, was the tallest man in the platoon. During the conversation, he casually commented that the jump was not a big deal, and should be no different than their earlier jumps. One of his buddies replied, “Hell, Aubrey, I’ll bet you’ll be so scared tomorrow that you won’t even be able to think of your name when you jump.” That comment broke the group up, and they cackled with laughter.

Eberhardt stopped dead in his tracks and addressed the group. “All right, dammit! I tell you jokers what I am gonna do! To prove to you that I’m not scared out of my wits when I jump, I’m gonna yell ‘Geronimo’ when I go out that door tomorrow!”

When the men saw his angry reaction, they wisely backed off. They were wise enough not to push this large and intimidating man too far. They praised his idea and left it at that.

Sure enough Eberhardt followed through on his promise. When he jumped the next day, he shouted out, “Geronimo!” This was followed by an Indian war whoop. This was heard by other jumpers and men already on the ground. Eberhardt had just introduced what would become standard practice for American paratroopers, although he certainly did not know this at the time.19

Later, in 1942, the U.S. Army released an important document. Titled Basic Field Manual: Tactics and Techniques of Air-borne Troops, the manual contained basic information on all aspects of parachute operations, including equipment, parachute packing, weaponry, ground deployment, and more.

Important principles were laid out in detail. A few examples follow:


	The element of surprise must be present.

	Parachute troops should not be used for missions that can be performed by other troops.

	The decision to use parachute troops should be made well in advance of the scheduled date of the operation.

	A comprehensive knowledge of the terrain involved in the operation is essential.

	A long-range forecast of the meteorological conditions should be carefully considered during the planning phase.20



In 1943, Niilo Liimatainen and his fellow future paratroopers in training arrived at Fort Benning. Uniforms were issued along with sheets, blankets, and mattress covers. Cots were assigned, along with barrack bags and footlockers.

Then the men were assembled and greeted by a loud, tough, and trim-looking sergeant. Dean Swem remembered his words well. “Well men give your hearts to God, because your asses are all mine and the other school cadre for the next eight weeks. You look like a bunch of soft, flabby bellied examples of what a real soldier should be. This is going to change. If you are dedicated and tough enough for this training, you will be able to lick the hell out of any five ordinary soldiers. My fellow instructors and I are going to make this training a living hell, and will try to prevent you from making it through, unless you have the stamina and guts to complete it. West Point is a kindergarten compared to this school. There is no place here for anyone who has the slightest doubt that he wants to be a paratrooper. You have been fairly warned so let’s get with the program.”21

Those less than uplifting words had the desired impact. Being called soft and flabby made would-be paratroopers both resentful and determined to succeed.

Edson D. Raff, a 1933 West Point graduate, would go on to participate in the first American combat parachute jump of the war in 1942 in North Africa. Later, in March 1945, in Germany, he would participate in the last airborne invasion in Europe. While training at Fort Benning, he had been corresponding with an aunt who had questions about his decision to become a paratrooper. On June 26, 1941, he wrote to his aunt describing his training regimen.

In his letter, Raff described a very tough physical fitness training program, followed by skills training involving jumping technique and handling a parachute both on and off the ground. From there, the progression was from tower jumps to jumps from an airplane.

He next shared details of a drill focused on developing proper landing technique. “We were hung in harnesses similar to a chute and made it slip, turn and prepare for a landing as one does in jumping. Next came jumps off platforms three and five feet off the ground to practice solid landing skills.”

Raff went on to relate how the training eventually became tougher, with parachute jumps of a 150-foot tower. He recalled one mishap. “One day I was floating for what should have been an easy landing. When I drew close to the ground, something happened. It was as if I were in a child’s swing and just completed the swing to the rear when someone cut the ropes. Before I knew it I had crashed into the ground taking almost all the shock on my left leg. It was like being in a car wreck without the noise. Fortunately nothing was broken, but a hot bath and Sloan’s liniment galore did little to take the stiffness out. No plane jump since has had the crash landing effect of that jump from the tower.”

Ending the letter, Raff explained five jumps that finally led to the goal he had been working toward: “Yesterday, I became a qualified parachutist. As you can probably guess I wouldn’t be anything else or anywhere else for worlds.”22

Niilo Liimatainen shared his experiences at Fort Benning in a letter written forty-one years later. “At Fort Benning I was told that if I wanted to go to a parachute infantry unit I would have to go through basic training again. I wound up with the 513th Parachute Infantry Regiment. Those assigned to the 3rd Platoon of I Company were greeted by Sergeants Reynolds McCullough and Jim Thompson. Thompson’s first words were ‘We are going to live with you and die with you.’

Edward Clark replied, ‘I’m going to live with you, Sergeant, but I am not going to die with you.’ As things turned out, Sergeant Thompson was killed in action during the Rhine jump. Clark made it home after the war.

“This was an exciting time for all of us. One of our instructors was Sergeant Barker, who I would meet again later on. He was from Maine, and used to talk to me about the hunting and fishing back home.

“During one of the many runs we made through the dusty roads there is one I have remembered well. Our platoon leader was running with us and on his cheek a bee was stinging him. He just kept on running as if this was just a minor thing. At this point I knew that the days ahead were not going to be a day at the beach.

“One day we left for our run, but this time we just kept running and made it all the way to the bridge leading to the fort, which was about four miles one way. No one fell out, but some did keep falling back. The platoon turned around and picked them up. By the time we made it back to our training area we were hot, dusty and exhausted.

“One night we were going to make a night jump and as the plane headed down the runway I saw sparks flying by the door. Then the plane stopped at the end of the runway. A tire had blown and the jump was called off.

“While there a plane had crashed and burned and no one survived. This was a pretty grim sight for all of us. As we double timed around the edge of the airfield the next day, all eyes were on the burned plane. During that summer we witnessed a jump and saw one parachute malfunction. The reserve chute did not open in time and we later heard an officer was killed that day.

“During a ride up the 300 foot training tower Horton Anderson got hung up on his way up. He received much advice from those of us waiting to ride up. Soon the rig was running again and he got back to the ground okay. On one jump I had a lot of oscillation [swinging], and I landed on my heels, getting a real jolt. That landing knocked me silly, but I was able to collapse my chute, so no big deal.”23

Dean Swem remembered the excitement at Fort Benning as their parachute jump training neared its culmination. The long-anticipated qualification week finally arrived. The class was to jump once each day for five days. The hopes and dreams of the candidates were about to be realized. The moment of truth had arrived.

It was at the beginning of this climactic week that an unforgettable incident absolutely stunned the group.

The men retrieved their equipment from a packing shed and were helping each other put on their parachutes and harnesses in preparation for their jump from the waiting C-47 aircraft. A Chief Warrant Officer Wilson was doing a quick eye check and noticed that trooper Dick Krauss was not wearing a chute. Swem described Krauss as a “quiet, diligent candidate.”

Wilson approached Krauss and asked, “Where is your chute soldier? Let’s get it on and get ready to go!”

“I’m not going to jump sir,” Krauss replied rather softly.

The stunned Wilson then turned up the volume. He was yelling. “What do you mean you aren’t going to jump? Now quit the bullshit and get the chute on. The planes are getting ready to load up!”

Krauss cast his eyes downward and then replied in a soft voice, again. “I’m not going to jump sir.”

Wilson then called a platoon leader, a lieutenant, over and stated, “It looks like we have a refuser here, sir. Get him out of here right now!”

The assembled troopers stood there in shock. The lieutenant called for another sergeant and told him, “Get this man back to the barracks. Tell him to pack his gear and get ready to leave. I’ll deal with him after we return from the jump.”

The troopers then completed their jump, which filled the men with excitement. Swem remembered a few shouts he heard. Comments included, “What a rush,” and “I can’t wait until tomorrow!” The elated men returned to get ready for evening chow.

But then came an order for them to put on their Class A dress uniforms and to form up. They were then marched to the Parade Grounds and ordered to sit. Then a drummer appeared and played a slow and solemn beat. Two Military Police officers then marched Krauss to the front of the assembly. The Parachute School commandant, Colonel George A. Howell, and his staff then marched up. Colonel Howell walked over to Krauss and ripped his cap off his head. He handed it to an aide, who cut the blue-and-white parachute patch from the front of the cap.

Krauss was then ordered to sit on the ground and unlace his boots, which were then pulled off his feet. The colonel read a court-martial order, and Krauss was hauled off by military policemen to a waiting vehicle, which took him to the stockade. His fellow troopers were stunned. Dean Swem remembered that the usual kidding around and fellowship among the rest of the troopers disappeared that night. He recalled, “All was decidedly quiet until lights out.”24

Niilo Liimatainen’s next stop was Fort Bragg, North Carolina, where he arrived in November 1943.

A decision had been made in 1918 setting the events in motion that resulted in the construction of what was to become Fort Bragg. At the time, the chief
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