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				Learn to survive. Shoot to kill and always go forward. Never retreat.

				—Lafayette “War Daddy” Pool
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			PROLOGUE

			SEPTEMBER 10, 1944

			VERVIERS, BELGIUM

			The lanky Texan casually perched atop the tank as it rumbled into the city appeared almost defiant. His soft cap sat at a rakish angle, and one cowboy-booted leg dangled over the turret’s side. His tan uniform contrasted with the olive drab and black paint of the forty-ton Sherman. He seemed to be daring any hidden German to take a shot at him.

			Staff Sergeant Lafayette Pool’s armored vehicle was in its usual position—at the front of the entire 3rd Armored Division. His Sherman’s sides were stenciled in white letters just below the main gun turret with its Item Company nickname, In the Mood.

			The weeks previous, Pool’s task group commander, Lieutenant Colonel Walter Richardson, another Texan, had given Pool’s tanker crew the honor of spearheading the division’s drive across Europe. The men of In the Mood had not disappointed. In the three-day span from August 29 to August 31, Pool’s tank alone had been credited with the destruction of four German tanks, three anti-tank guns, and approximately fifty unarmored enemy vehicles. His 76mm gunner, Corporal Willis Oller, had been dead on the money with his shots, knocking out one German Panther and Panzer tank after another.

			All the while, his crew had endured heavy counterfire and sustained no casualties. His bespectacled nineteen-year-old bow gunner, Private First Class (PFC) Bert Close, looked so youthful and innocent that Pool had nicknamed him “School Boy.” But in action, Close had been vicious with his .30-caliber machine gun. By conservative estimate, Pool’s superiors had credited his tank’s gunners with killing or wounding well over a hundred Germans and enabling the capture of fifty more.

			Pool had christened his other two enlisted tank crewmen with their own nicknames. Technician Fifth Grade (T/5) Wilbert Richards, a short, red-haired Maryland native who served as In the Mood’s driver, was called “Baby.” Oller’s able shell loader, Del Boggs, was dubbed “Jailbird.” Collectively, In the Mood’s four enlisted crewmen called Pool, a celebrated Golden Gloves boxer for several years, their “War Daddy.”

			Pool was considered a tanker “ace,” a term that aviators used for any pilot credited with at least five aerial shoot downs of enemy aircraft. For tank aces, there was no set number—it was more a matter of a commander shooting more enemy armored vehicles than he had shot out from under him. While the title was bestowed upon the tank commander, his success was due to the cohesive effort of the entire five-man crew—and Pool knew it. His crew was considered one of the best as they made their way toward Germany.

			Pool’s crew had suffered the loss of one crewman and two tanks during their first two months of fighting across France. But their third Sherman had thus far proven unstoppable. During one action, two German tank shells had bounced off their armored topside, searing driver Richards’ hatch shut, but In the Mood had pressed on without delay.

			Now it was shortly after daybreak on September 10, and Pool’s leading tank element was proceeding toward a road junction in company with foot soldiers of the 36th Armored Infantry Regiment. There, his men ran into elements of the 11th Company of an SS Panzergrenadier regiment.

			As the column attempted to drive forward, it was taken under fire from its left flank. Pool ordered Richards to turn In the Mood toward this opposition to take out the threat. The German pocket included armored cars, infantrymen, and SdKfz 251 half-tracks. Serving as spotter, Pool began calling the shots as Boggs loaded 76mm shells and Oller blasted them into the thinner-skinned combat vehicles. Bert Close kept a steady rain of .30-caliber machine-gun fire going as the Germans scrambled to escape. Within short order, Pool’s tank had blasted apart six of the half-tracks and continued firing on the armored cars that took flight.

			When this resistance was knocked out, Pool received word that a German Mark V Panther medium tank had been spotted ahead. This German tank sported a high-velocity 75mm cannon and better armor than the American Shermans. The Panther began firing on the 3rd Platoon’s advance column, so Pool ordered Richards to turn and make speed toward that fresh opponent. Pool, peering out of his hatch, was in his element.

			As the In the Mood reached the column’s head again, Pool spotted the Panther and shouted the distance to Oller: “Fifteen hundred yards!”

			Boggs had already pushed another 76mm armor-piercing round into the breech of their M4’s main gun. Oller took careful aim.

			The West Wall, the outer ring of defenses along the border of Germany, lay ahead in the sights of the 3rd Armored Division—about forty miles to the east. But to get there, War Daddy Pool’s tank crew needed to knock out this German Panther first.
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			WAR DADDY AND HIS “PUPS”

			APRIL 1944

			Clustered tightly in folding chairs, thousands of soldiers in olive drab dress uniforms chatted anxiously as the champ stepped into the ring. Back in the United States, the chance to get a close look at the world heavyweight boxing champion in action would have been a highly coveted ticket. But the crowd around the temporary boxing ring in southern England this day was there courtesy of the U.S. Army.

			For reigning champ Joe Louis, it was just another exhibition fight put on for the morale of troops—men who would soon shed their blood fighting for world peace in Europe. For his opponent—a fellow enlisted soldier named Lafayette Pool, a lanky Anglo-American Texan who had been a Golden Gloves champion before enlisting in the Army—it was the opportunity of a lifetime. Louis was a lethal African American fighter of international fame known as the “Brown Bomber.”

			Born in a sharecropper’s shack on the edge of an Alabama cotton field, Joe Louis Barrow had become a celebrity almost overnight when he made his professional boxing debut on July 4, 1934, with a first-round knockout. During the bleak years of the Great Depression, he was an inspiration to much of Black America. Louis said little and smiled less, but his victories spoke for themselves. His career stalled when German boxer Max Schmeling put Louis on the mat with a twelfth-round knockout in 1936 before a sold-out crowd in Yankee Stadium. But the Brown Bomber bounced back, and on June 22, 1937, he faced the then champion, Jim Braddock. In round eight, Louis knocked Braddock out and gained the world heavyweight boxing champion title.

			Exactly one year later, with world tensions mounting between Germany and America, Louis took to the ring to defend his title against Schmeling. In addition to the audience of seventy thousand at Yankee Stadium, an estimated sixty million Americans tuned in via radio, along with another hundred million listeners worldwide. The Brown Bomber retained his title by knocking Schmeling down three times before the referee declared a technical knockout just two minutes and four seconds into the match.[1]

			His boxing success continued even as America was swept into World War II in late 1941. Louis enlisted in the U.S. Army and went through boot camp, but he was not destined to be a frontline fighter. Instead, he became one of the few enlisted Black Americans during that era to be photographed for promotional purposes. Private Joe Barrow became a recruiting magnet, and posters were circulated of him dressed in combat gear, wielding a rifle with a fixed bayonet. The tagline on the poster came from a fundraising speech Louis had made: “We’re going to do our part . . . and we’ll win because we’re on God’s side.”[2]

			Louis donated the money he earned during his successful March 1942 military charity fight to the Army Emergency Relief Fund. Understanding the need to appeal to African Americans and to portray America as a country unified against Nazi tyranny, American military and political leaders gave Louis a special role as a goodwill ambassador. He and other Black boxers began traveling as a show throughout the United States, entertaining more than one million servicemen at 118 military camps between August 1943 and January 1944.[3]

			The show was such a hit that the Army decided to move the entertainment to Europe for the benefit of the troops staging for the invasion of France. In April 1944, Louis’s entourage arrived in England to begin a boxing tour of Allied posts. After Louis boxed several bouts with his sparring partners, the Army allowed select enlisted men to jump in the ring with Louis.

			Louis would speak to the troops first, offering words of patriotic encouragement. Then it was all business as he prepared to fight. Clad in black shorts, a tight white T-shirt, laced boxing shoes, and eight-ounce leather gloves, Louis didn’t have to do much to get the crowd riled up. At six feet two inches and 215 pounds of muscle, he was a solid fighting machine.

			His amateur opponent this night was Sergeant Pool, a man so dedicated to commanding one of the first M3 Grant tanks that he had passed up his chance to fight in the Golden Gloves championship in 1942. Pool was as tall as Louis, with closely cropped dark brown hair, sloping shoulders, and a crooked nose courtesy of a previous fight. He was thin and wiry, nearly fifty pounds lighter than the champ, but he was not deterred in the least. He had won nearly all of his Golden Gloves fights, and while in the Army, he had been named the victor in forty-one of forty-one contests.[4]

			The announcer called out each man’s stats, the referee coached them on what was expected, and Louis and Pool returned to their respective corners. Then the bell rang. By all expectations, it should have been over in seconds. Those betting on the tank commander were riding long odds, hoping desperately for a miracle.

			Louis and Pool danced about, throwing punches and maneuvering. Pool dodged and waited, then struck decisively. If Louis had been expecting a strong right jab, he was mistaken. Pool had lost his right index finger in a childhood accident, and he had since developed a knockout punch with his left fist. Although the match was meant to be a friendly sparring event, Pool was driven, competitive, and always one to seize an opportunity. He stepped in and with a powerful left punch landed several solid blows against the reigning champion’s face. Cheers erupted as Louis staggered and pulled Pool into a brief clinch.

			Pool had awakened a giant. Louis wrapped an arm around the tanker sergeant and told him, “White man, I’m going to teach you a big lesson!”[5]

			From that point, the fight was entirely one-sided. Louis pounded his opponent with blow after blow as Pool struggled to maintain his footing. While the Brown Bomber failed to knock him out, Pool would later recall that Louis turned him “every which way but loose.” Unlike a normal prizefight, these boxing exhibitions were intended only to entertain the troops and went just a few rounds.

			Pool finished the fight battered and bruised, but he had avoided being knocked out by the reigning world heavyweight champion. He later declared the match with Louis to be “the toughest” and “the fight of my life.” He told one of his officers that he “didn’t know anyone could have such a wallop.” But he emerged with his pride intact, and the admiration of his 3rd Armored Division comrades, for having gone toe to toe with the world champ.[6]

			For Joe Louis, the following day would bring another exhibition in another English town. For Sergeant Pool, it was back to his armored regiment, his tank crew, and the ever-nearing date when his unit would be shipping over to Normandy.

			

			•   •   •

			Lafayette Green Pool was born on July 23, 1919, just five minutes after the birth of his twin brother, John Thomas Pool. Their parents, John McKinley and Marion Lee Ruth Lacook Pool, had one daughter, Tennie Mae, who had been born four years earlier. Their modest home was located in the small farming community of Odem, Texas, located near the southern coast, just twenty miles from Corpus Christi.

			Platted in 1909, Odem grew as a trading center for nearby farms. Its population had surpassed five hundred by 1915, and the little town sported three churches, several general merchandise stores, a developing school system, and even its own town newspaper. Like most locals, the Pool family earned its living through farming, with crops of radishes, onions, carrots, beets, and spinach. Ten years after the Pool twins were born, Odem was officially incorporated.[7]

			As the boys grew older, they were often called by their initials, J.T. and L.G. Lafayette’s given name was also shortened to simply Lafe. J.T. and Lafe were always close, and as with many farm boys, they found their fair share of teenage mischief. They attended Taft High School, several miles east of Odem in San Patricio County. Lafe played football on the small school’s six-man team and doubled as a cheerleader when he was not on the field. On one occasion, the twins and several friends disassembled the principal’s Model T Ford and put it back together on the school’s roof. One of Pool’s children would later relate, “When you told him not to do something, he’d weigh in on how much trouble he’d get into for it, and then went and did it anyway.” One of Lafe’s most traumatic lessons had come years earlier at age nine, when he tried to clear an obstruction from a lawn mower and lost his right index finger to the knuckle.[8]

			Upon graduation from high school in 1937, Lafe and John decided to enlist together in the U.S. Navy. The older brother was accepted, but Lafe was turned away due to an old eye injury he had sustained when he was five years old. He had been working diligently with a rusty pair of scissors on an old inner tube, laboring to fashion a saddle for his pet dog. His hand slipped, and the scissors jabbed into his left eye, damaging the iris. Lafe was crestfallen when John headed off to the Navy.[9]

			But he was never one to accept defeat. He enrolled in an all-boys Catholic prep school in Corpus Christi and graduated as class valedictorian in 1938. He next pursued an engineering degree by enrolling in the Texas College of Arts and Industries in Kingsville, Texas, a campus that would later become part of the Texas A&M University system. Lafe Pool helped pay for his education by working his father’s farm, where he served as a foreman for three years, overseeing more than twenty other laborers who harvested crops and handled cattle. Lafe became skilled at handling both a tractor and a 3,500-pound truck used to haul cattle and vegetables.[10]

			Pool supplemented his income by learning to become a boxer and entering competitive matches that offered cash prizes. Over time, he honed his skills in the Golden Gloves, an amateur boxing league originating in Chicago during the late 1920s that soon spread across the nation. But Pool’s success in the Texas boxing rings and his drive to become an engineer were sidelined by the national draft instituted in September 1940. All men between the ages of twenty-one and forty-five were required to register with their local draft boards for military service.

			Pool enlisted in the U.S. Army, faking his way through the required vision test by memorizing the eye chart before he was examined by the doctor. He passed and reported to Fort Sam Houston in San Antonio on June 13, 1941. After completing basic training at nearby Dodd Field, he was transferred to the 40th Armored Regiment at Camp Polk, Louisiana, in July. When the Army’s new 3rd Armored Division was organized in January 1942, Pool joined the 3rd Battalion of the 32nd Armored Regiment at Camp Beauregard, Louisiana, to advance his skills as a tanker.[11]

			Activated in rural Louisiana in April 1941, the 3rd Armored Division began with thirty-six hundred officers and men. Its ranks continued to swell during the next year, as the 32nd and other armored, artillery, and infantry regiments were formed. Early training was conducted with M2A1 medium tanks, each of which weighed 41,000 pounds and sported a 37mm main gun. Things had come a long way since 1915, when Britain had developed “Little Willie,” the first armored land vehicle for military use, but America’s tanks were already inferior to those in use by Germany during the early 1940s.

			The design of Germany’s Panzerkampfwagen I, or “armored fighting vehicle Mark I,” began in 1932, and it went into mass production in 1934. Known popularly as PzKpfw I, or Panzer I, by foreign militaries, this light tank was limited in combat by thin armor and light armament. The Panzerkampfwagen III (officially an SdKfz 141 to the Germans), or Panzer III to the Allies, began service in 1939 and was a big improvement, with thicker armor and a 37mm main gun. By 1941, the next generation of German tanks, Panzerkampfwagen IV (with a German designation of SdKfz 161) began emerging from factories in great numbers. Weighing twenty-five tons, the Panzer IV had greater armor, wider tracks, a 75mm (3-inch) main gun, two machine guns, a more powerful engine, and a top speed of 26 mph. Nothing the Allies had could compare. It would prove to be the most produced German tank of the war, and it would equip half the German tank units in Normandy in 1944.

			While the Germans rapidly improved their armored vehicles and America struggled to keep up with more powerful models, Lafe Pool was training as a tank mechanic. In January 1942, when he applied to join a tank crew, he was chosen and quickly advanced from the rank of private to Technician Fourth Grade (T/4) by February 1. His skills as a tank driver were noted, and in only four more months, Pool was promoted to tank commander. He achieved the rank of sergeant on May 1, only nine months after his armored training had commenced.

			But he hadn’t lost his love of boxing. While his battalion prepared for combat, Pool joined the division boxing team, for which he soon became regional champ in his weight class after dozens of matches. And he kept in touch with his brother, John, who had survived the attacks on Pearl Harbor while serving on board the destroyer Cummings (DD-365) as an engineer. John Pool’s destroyer had been actively involved in escorting Allied convoys and would soon partake in the summer Guadalcanal campaign.

			Lafe Pool’s only combat in early 1942 was in the ring. While training with his new 32nd Armored Regiment, he was victorious in each of his divisional matches. The semifinals were held on the evening of February 3, at Camp Polk, Louisiana. Before a crowd of two thousand, Pool and his fellow 3rd Armored Division boxers gave their all. Contestants squared off in each weight class.

			The opening match was over in less than a minute, as a wiry Chicagoan wilted under punches from a determined Colorado boxer named Joe Gomez. The classes progressed in size until Pool took the ring against another 165-pounder, diamond belt fighter Francis Orgeniz from Milwaukee. Deemed the “most eccentric” fighter by base journalists for his boxing style, Pool succeeded in scoring a decisive win over his opponent.[12]

			The 3rd Armored victors were toasted by their fellow tankers. Pool’s next stop was slated to be at the Golden Gloves championship in Chicago on February 23, but he declined the opportunity. His division had just received a shipment of new M3 medium tanks, produced with a 75mm main gun to match the caliber of weapon Germany was building into its Panzers, and training would begin immediately. M3 tanks built for America’s British allies had a modified turret and were nicknamed the “Lee” after Confederate general Robert E. Lee, while U.S. turret pattern models were dubbed the “Grant” after Union general Ulysses S. Grant. In 1942, during the war in North Africa, British troops employed both Grant and Lee M3 tank variants.

			Pool was rightfully excited by the new tank. “In 1941 and early 1942, we had very few tanks in the division. Those we had were M2-A2 ‘Mae West’ light tanks and a few M-2 mediums,” recalled Olin Brewster, an officer with Pool’s 32nd Armored Regiment. “Duty came first. Pool wanted to start training in the new tank with his men.”[13]

			Sergeant Pool couldn’t wait. The Grant tank had a maximum speed of 26 mph on the road and 16 mph off-road, and a pair of .30-06 Browning M1919A4 machine guns mounted in the hull. Throughout the training process, he looked for the best men possible for his five-man team.

			Soon after receiving the new tank, while back home on leave from the Army, Pool fell in love at first sight. As it happened, his twin brother, J.T., was also on leave, and they went to church one Sunday with their family. Evelyn Lois Wright, a petite blonde with blue eyes who had been born in Lampasas, Texas, immediately caught Lafe’s attention. To his chagrin, she found his brother, J.T., to be quite handsome in his Navy whites. But Lafe was undaunted. He told his mother, “I’m going to marry that girl.”[14]

			Once his brother returned to his destroyer, Lafe was able to spend some time with Evelyn, who was still attending Taft High School. His correspondence with her would continue.

			

			•   •   •

			In July, soon after returning from leave, Lafe’s 3rd Armored Division was shipped by train from Louisiana to the Mojave Desert in California. The tankers endured blistering heat, dry salt lake beds, and a wasteland of sand and jagged mountains as they trained for what they might face in desert combat overseas. As a tank commander, Pool was able to select the other four men who would serve in his crew. For his cannon gunner, he chose twenty-eight-year-old Corporal Willis Arthur Oller, who hailed from Morrisonville, Illinois.

			During desert maneuvers, Oller wore tanker’s goggles to protect his eyes from the glaring sun and driving sand. The imprint of his goggles left an almost permanent mark on Oller’s bronzed face, so Pool nicknamed him “Groundhog.” Oller, born September 1, 1914, in rural Illinois to a farming family, was one of a dozen kids. His older brother died when he was only five, leaving Willis as the eldest son to help work the crops, an operation that his father ran for one of the area’s wealthier planters.[15]

			Following the Japanese surprise attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, the U.S. Congress amended the 1940 draft act to require all able-bodied men between the ages of eighteen and sixty-four to register with their local draft board for military service. Under Adolf Hitler, Nazi Germany had invaded Poland in 1939 and proceeded to conquer much of continental Europe in the year that followed. Germany formed the Axis alliance with Italy and Japan in September 1940 and continued to invade North Africa, East Africa, the Soviet Union, and the Republic of China. Japan’s attack on American territories in Hawaii and the Philippines created a burning desire in many young Americans to step up and fight for their country’s freedom.

			On January 16, 1942, a little over a month after the Pearl Harbor attack, Oller enlisted in the U.S. Army. He was single, weighed 158 pounds, and stood just under five foot eight inches. At the time of his enlistment, he was working at Western Cartridge Company, a plant that produced ammunition for the war. Due to the importance of that job, he was technically exempt from the draft. Willis had to obtain government permission to quit his job to enlist.

			During early training with the 32nd, Pool supervised the efforts of his company’s gunners. He found Oller to be top-notch and quickly selected him to serve as his tank’s 75mm gunner. “I often bragged that he could shoot the eyebrows off a gnat at 1500 yards with our seventy-six millimeter gun,” Pool recalled. “He was always looking for targets. He was always looking for a fight, always ready to fire. We never referred to him by any name but ‘Groundhog.’ ”[16]

			Serving alongside Groundhog Oller as shell loader was twenty-one-year-old Technician Fifth Grade Delbert Jewell Boggs. Born in Harrison County, West Virginia, on November 14, 1921, he was rail thin with brown hair and hazel eyes. He had only completed grammar school before he went to work for the Cleo Cola Bottling Company in Parkersburg, West Virginia, to help support his family.[17]

			“Del” Boggs left his soda-bottling career behind when he enlisted in the U.S. Army at Fort Hayes in Columbus, Ohio, on November 25, 1941. He was twenty years old and stood five foot six, weighing just 128 pounds. But Boggs was strong and quick, able to keep pace with Oller during firing drills by always having shells ready to slam into the gun’s breech.

			Throughout training with the 32nd, Del was often seen during downtime with his younger brother Corporal Wilbert “Charlie” Boggs. Charlie, two inches taller than his brother and slightly heavier, had blond hair and blue eyes. They were able to keep tabs on each other as Charlie served as gunner for an I Company Sherman commanded by Second Lieutenant Harold Cobb. After Pool heard a rumor that Del Boggs had joined the military to escape legal trouble back home, he tagged his loader with the sobriquet “Jailbird.”[18]

			Third Armored training continued until the early fall of 1942, when the division was moved back to Camp Pickett, Virginia, and then to Indiantown Gap Military Reservation in Pennsylvania in January 1943. By then Pool’s tank crew had gelled into an efficient fighting unit. Serving as driver for their Sherman was twenty-four-year-old Private First Class Wilbert Lee Richards. Born in 1918 in Cumberland, Maryland, to railroad car inspector Joseph H. Richards and his wife, Dora Marie, he was the third son in a family of eight children. At the time of his enlistment, Wilbert had been working as a textile laborer in a silk mill.

			His bright red hair led some soldiers to inevitably refer to Richards as “Red,” but at five foot four, his small stature and youthful looks led others to nickname him “Bunny”—until one night during training in the Mojave Desert. He and several other I Company soldiers had obtained a weekend pass and made their way to the closest town. Richards and his buddies had just taken a seat in a tavern when an older waitress came by to take their order.

			She looked at Richards’ boyish face and gently ran her hand through his hair. “I didn’t know they were letting babies in the Army,” she said.[19]

			That was all it took for Wilbert Richards to acquire another nickname. Although he was seventeen months older than his tank commander, Richards would thereafter be referred to by Sergeant Pool as “Baby.” But behind the wheel of his Sherman, Richards was all business. “He could have parallel-parked that big Sherman in downtown New York in rush hour traffic,” Pool remembered.[20]

			The fifth and final member of Pool’s crew was Private First Class Arthur Reid, who hailed from Asbury Park, New Jersey. He was a lean twenty-four-year-old with green eyes and brown hair whose position in the tank was that of assistant driver and bow gunner for the .30-caliber machine gun. Pool was still settling on a nickname for his newest junior enlisted man, but his crew had already decided on one for their commander.[21]

			They called him “War Daddy.” Although he was younger than two of his tankers, Pool was nonetheless a father figure to all, a man who had once passed on the chance to be commissioned as an officer just to be with his team as their time to deploy to Europe approached. He affectionately referred to his men as his “pups.”

			

			•   •   •

			The desert war in North Africa was in full swing while the 3rd Armored Division endured final training in preparation for deployment overseas. In early December 1942, during his last leave to visit family back home in Texas, Lafe Pool asked his sweetheart, Evelyn Wright, to marry him.

			She was still attending Taft High School and had only turned seventeen on December 2, but her parents consented. Both sets of parents and other family members attended the modest ceremony at the local courthouse just five days after her birthday. Lafe wore his sergeant’s uniform to the service, but his bride—having been marching with the school band only an hour before—reached the courthouse still wearing her high school uniform. The date was also memorable in that it was December 7, the one-year anniversary of the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor.[22]

			Evelyn dropped out of high school to follow Lafe through his final Stateside assignments, where they shared a modest off-base dwelling. Willis “Groundhog” Oller followed suit just two months later, in February 1943. His fiancée, Lucille Taylor, traveled by train from Illinois to Indiantown Gap, Pennsylvania. The local justice of the peace conducted the ceremony on February 5 at Sand Hill. Lucille was already pregnant with the couple’s first child. By the time his six-pound son, Willis Henry Oller, was born in August, Pool’s tank crew and the 3rd Armored were making final preparations to load onto troopships in New York Harbor. Oller would be joining two of his brothers in shipping out toward the war overseas: Private First Class Oscar Oller was heading for France with the 143rd Infantry Regiment, and Private Henry Oller was being deployed to an assignment in the Gilbert Islands.

			Pool’s crew and the 32nd Armored Regiment boarded the 27,000-ton former English luxury liner Capetown Castle on September 4, 1943, for the trip to England. Evelyn Pool tried to see her husband off before they boarded the ship, but guards prevented civilians from getting past the gates to the dock area. Knowing that he would be gone for quite some time, she had decided to move back to live with her parents in south Texas. The following morning, Pool and his comrades watched the Statue of Liberty fade into a blue mist as their vessel departed from New York Harbor for the voyage across the Atlantic. The 3rd Armored Division was spread among three troopships in a convoy of two dozen that spent eleven days at sea before reaching sight of the Irish coast.

			On September 15, Capetown Castle docked at Liverpool, where the troops eagerly swapped cigarettes and oranges for the strange new English coins. Then they were transported by train across England to the Salisbury Plain area and the small station of Codford. Pool and his men marched two miles to their new camp, just outside of the village of St. Mary’s, Codford. Housed in oval-shaped tin Quonset huts, the officers and men began combat training in earnest as new armored vehicles were gradually delivered to their division. Long months of physical conditioning, gunnery practice, and countryside maneuvers were in order as the U.S. Army worked to prepare its soldiers for the invasion of France.

			During this time, Lieutenant Colonel Walter Richardson was impressed with the performance of Pool’s crew. Upon arriving in England, Pool’s crew participated in tests conducted by the Royal Navy of its first LSTs (Landing Ship, Tank). The tests were conducted in the winter, at a time when it was so cold that ice was forming on the ship’s rigging. At one point, Pool’s crew nearly drowned while he had driver Baby Richards determine at what depth Sherman tanks could be safely driven off these ships.[23]

			Pool’s crew was now operating the U.S. Army’s newest medium tank variation, the thirty-two-ton M4, which had been dubbed the “Sherman” by their British allies in reference to another American Civil War general, William Tecumseh Sherman. The British Eighth Army had driven the first Shermans into battle in late October 1942 at the Second Battle of El Alamein, where they successfully engaged Panzer III and IV tanks at two thousand yards. Unlike with the M3 Grant, Pool found the new M4 to have a fully traversing central turret for its 75mm main gun. One major drawback of the Sherman was its relatively thin armor—only 76mm thick on the front and a scant 51mm on its sides. But the M4 possessed a higher rate of fire and faster speed of turret traverse to engage the heavier enemy tanks, such as the forty-three-ton German Panthers or the newer fifty-six-ton Tigers.

			Powered by an air-cooled Wright R-975 Whirlwind 9-cylinder gasoline engine, the thirty-ton M4 could be driven by Baby Richards at road speeds up to 26 mph, matching that of the German Panzers. As driver, Richards entered the tank through a hatch on its forward left side and could operate it in combat by viewing through a rotating periscope built into his hatch. Adjacent to his seat, in the tank’s forward right side, sat assistant driver and bow gunner Arthur Reid, who had his own viewing periscope and a .30-caliber Browning machine gun to fire.

			As tank commander, Lafe Pool sat in the back right side of the turret directly behind his gunner. Connected via radio to other tanks in his platoon, he could stand on his seat with his head and shoulders out of the tank to direct his crew over the intercom. With all hatches closed in combat, Pool had only a rotating periscope to view the terrain. Being somewhat claustrophobic, he stood exposed whenever possible and often rode with one leg dangling out of the hatch, sporting the Texas cowboy boots he loved to wear.

			Although it made him a prime target to any enemy, Pool preferred to ride with his head stuck out, so he could call out directions to driver Richards or targets for his gunner, Willis Oller, who sat in front of his commander. Before Oller were gun controls that elevated his 75mm cannon, which in early M4 models had only a periscope with a 6x-power-zoom reticle. In a pinch, he could simply eyeball his target with no zoom before firing his gun by either stomping on a foot pedal or using a manual lanyard in an emergency. Oller could also operate a coaxial-mounted .30-caliber Browning machine gun for closer targets.

			Loader Del Boggs was stationed on the left side of the main gun. Although he could only see topside by peering through a fully rotating periscope, he had maneuvering room in the lower spaces of the tank to load both the 75mm main gun and Oller’s .30-caliber machine gun. Should either jam or have a dud shell, it was his job to quickly clear the weapons and continue feeding them with ammunition from nearby ready racks. During their training in England, Pool’s Sherman crew had consistently placed first in all tests.

			In keeping with tanker tradition, the I Company crews selected names to christen their various Shermans. Each was an “I” name such as Ink Spots, Innocents Abroad, or Iron Mike to correspond with their company’s letter. Pool’s crew chose to paint “IN THE MOOD” in white capital letters on each side of their M4, just below the turret, in honor of a popular song. The big-band swing tune “In the Mood” had been released by the Glenn Miller Orchestra in September 1939 and again in February 1944 as a V-Disc, or Victory disc record, sent free to overseas military personnel during World War II.

			As training progressed in England during the months following their arrival, Pool’s crew and others were afforded occasional weekend passes to visit local towns or to simply spend time in the nearby Codford pub. During his time in England, gunner Willis Oller took the opportunity to meet relatives of his wife, Lucille. Her half brother, Leonard Bawden, and his wife welcomed Oller during one of his liberties, and Oller would later describe to Lucille the family members she had never met.[24]

			Pool’s men yearned for news from their hometowns and celebrated each letter and package they received. Oller read about the young son he had never met and looked forward to the day when he could return from the war. In early 1944, Lafe Pool learned that he was also a father. His wife, Evelyn, sent the news that she had given birth to their first son, Jerry Lynn Pool, on April 2.

			Such news was equally thrilling and heartbreaking. The new fathers knew they had a critical mission ahead. Hitler’s stranglehold on Europe must be broken before they could return home. War Daddy Pool was more than ready to take his pups into combat and put the long months of their training to the test.
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			“SCHOOL BOY”

			Bert Close’s luck was finally changing. He had wanted to be in a Sherman crew since he had driven his first tank five months earlier in Stateside training. But he had shipped out to England in the reserve pool of the 3rd Armored Division.

			He was fully aware of the inherent dangers of riding in an armored vehicle into combat. He didn’t care. For months, he had watched with envy as other men he knew clattered out in their M4s for firing practice and field maneuvers while he remained in camp, handling the mundane tasks shoveled on buck privates.

			Then, in March 1944, an orderly sergeant suddenly barked at him, “Close, grab your gear. You’re being transferred.”[1]

			Close snatched his duffel bag, which contained his army gear and a few personal items. The sergeant called for only one other enlisted man: a technician fifth grade from the reserve pool, a man Close knew only by his nickname, “Star Blades.”

			Sometime later, Close would learn that his fellow soldier’s given name was Rube Alfred Freeman and that he hailed from Waynesboro, Mississippi. During basic training, Freeman had professed his fondness for a certain steel razor blade manufactured by the American Safety Razor Corporation in Brooklyn. Distributed widely to U.S. soldiers in patriotic red, white, and blue wrappers, Star Blades were hardly a luxury item. But as Freeman shaved, he would casually remark in his slow Southern drawl, “I sure love to shave with Star Blades.” His tanker comrades snickered and quickly tagged him with his new moniker.[2]

			Close and Freeman found that they were being assigned to the 32nd Armored Regiment of the 3rd Armored Division. More specifically, they were to report to Item Company of the 3rd Battalion of the 32nd. Close found that the 3rd Battalion included three armored companies from the 32nd. Two companies, H Company and I Company, were composed of M4 Sherman medium tanks, while C Company was built around M5A1 Stuart light tanks.

			“I Company had sixteen tanks, consisting of the company commander’s tank and three platoons of five tanks each,” Close recalled. “Although I did not know it at the time, this assignment was the critical point in my army life, when my future and my fate were decided.”[3]

			For six months, he and Freeman had been part of the 3rd Armored Division’s reserves. The men of I Company had trained together since the summer of 1942 in the Mojave Desert, at Camp Pickett, Virginia, and at Indiantown Gap, Pennsylvania. With an average age of about twenty-five, the tankers had become close friends. They spent their free time together, and they had learned about one another’s wives, girlfriends, and families. But Close and Freeman were newcomers among their ranks.

			“Some of them wondered aloud how the Army could send nineteen-year-old rookies like ‘Star Blades’ and me into their veteran outfit,” Close remembered.[4]

			

			•   •   •

			Bertrand James Close was born on February 17, 1925, in Portland, Oregon, the third child of Bertrand and Margaret Ross Thompson Close. As a youth, he attended Beaumont Grade School in Portland and Benson High School, an all-boys school that was a three-mile daily hike from his home. Bert worked summers and weekends at a service station until his graduation in 1942, when he enrolled at Oregon State University for the spring semester and pledged the Sigma Chi fraternity.[5]

			But World War II was raging on all fronts, and duty called. After six months of living in the Sigma Chi house, Close took leave from his education by entering active service with the U.S. Army on Saturday, August 7, 1943. “I did not know what my future in the army would be, but I was not worried,” he recalled. When his train pulled out of Portland’s Union Depot, he was just another eighteen-year-old heading off to serve his country. Close stepped off the train at Fort Lewis, Washington, a hundred-fifty-pound, five-foot-eleven youth full of confidence. It was the first train ride he could remember.

			Within a week, he was on board his next train, one that carried him cross-country on a three-and-a-half-day trip to Fort Knox, Kentucky. After several rounds of classification tests and interviews, Close was informed that he would be trained for Armored Command. He spent weeks assembling and disassembling Garand rifles and .30-caliber machine guns. He learned how to use hand grenades, provide first aid, neutralize enemy mines, and perform scout, patrol, and guard duty. But it was not until late October 1943 that he had his first chance to drive an armored tank. “It was truly a thrill,” he wrote to his mother, Margaret. “I’m very pleased to think I may be attached to a tank unit.”[6]

			By November 23, he had plugged his ears with cotton and learned to fire the 75mm tank gun. He knew that there were five separate jobs in a U.S. Army tank: driver, loader, gunner, tank commander, and assistant driver. Within weeks, Close knew how to perform each job thoroughly. But battle training in the cold of December sent him to the hospital for six days after he came down with pneumonia. He returned to his unit with a new appreciation for cold-weather conditioning and one memento that he would always carry with him: a pocket-sized New Testament Bible given to him by the hospital chaplain.[7]

			Close returned to his unit for battle training during frigid weather in December. The young soldiers marched for endless hours through weather as cold as three degrees below zero. During tank maneuvers, they drove through ice and snow. Some of the tanks couldn’t be moved until blowtorches had thawed the frozen sprockets that turned the tracks.[8]

			By the final day of battle training, even the company officers were on edge from the strain. Close had just crawled out from under a tank, having drained the engine oil, when a redheaded lieutenant drove up in a three-quarter-ton truck.

			“Soldier, where is Lieutenant Stillwell?” he asked.[9]

			“I don’t know, sir,” Close replied.

			“Where is Sergeant Shemanshy?”

			“I don’t know, sir.”

			“Where is Sergeant Anderson?” The officer’s voice was becoming more agitated with each question.

			“I don’t know, sir.”

			By now the color in the lieutenant’s face matched that of his hair. “Soldier, what do you know?” he shouted.

			It was all Close could do to restrain himself from letting the officer know exactly what he was thinking. One of the trainees riding with the lieutenant was twenty-six-year-old Private First Class Donald Payne, who hailed from Dorchester County, Maryland. Payne was greatly amused by the whole episode, and from that day forward, whenever he encountered Close, his trademark greeting was “Soldier, what do you know?”

			With his basic training completed, Close was much relieved to enjoy a fifteen-day furlough from Fort Knox in January 1944. He traveled by train from Kentucky to Portland, where he strolled into his parents’ house unannounced. Although he enjoyed his time at home, he didn’t have the heart to tell his parents that he expected to be shipping overseas soon. Instead, he borrowed his father’s 1939 Ford to visit younger friends still in school and his aunt in Salem.[10]

			He returned to duty on January 25, at Fort Meade, Maryland, after another three-day journey. By then train rides had lost some of their excitement for Close. During the two weeks that followed, he was moved to Camp Shanks, New York, in preparation for being deployed overseas. On February 9, he and hundreds of other soldiers

			
			

			•   •   •
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