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Almighty God, we kneel to Thee and ask to be the instrument of Thy fury in smiting the evil forces that have visited death, misery and debasement on the people of earth. We humbly face thee with true penitence for all of our sins for which we do most earnestly seek Thy forgiveness. Help us to dedicate ourselves completely to Thee. Be with us, God, when we leap from our planes into the dread abyss and descend in parachutes into the midst of enemy fire. Give us iron will and stark courage as we spring from the harnesses of our parachutes and seize arms to meet and defeat them in Thy name and in the name of freedom and dignity of man. Keep us firm in our faith and resolution, and guide us that we may not dishonor our high mission or fail in our sacred duties. Let our enemies who have lived by the sword turn from their violence lest they perish by the sword. Help us to serve thee gallantly and to be humble in victory.

Amen.

The 506th Parachute Infantry Regiment Prayer written by Captain James G. Morton


Dedication

For my dad and mum – Dennis & Joan
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INTRODUCTION

Countless words have been written on men at war, part of the innate human desire to explain the inexplicable, to comprehend the incomprehensible, to know what only those who have taken up arms can truly know: why do they do it? What compels human beings, whose existence is by its very nature so fragile and finite, to risk all? The answer, I believe, can be found in pages seldom seen. In the front of a regimental history compiled by the 101st Airborne’s 506th Parachute Infantry Regiment is a collection of black-and-white photographs of the leaders of that elite unit, whose exploits turned the tide in Europe and World War II. If we want to understand what drove them, the explanation appears beneath the picture of my grandfather, Lieutenant Colonel Robert Lee Wolverton. He commanded Blue, the Third Battalion in the 506th, fulfilling a dream born when he was a boy in Elkins, West Virginia. He longed to lead men into battle and devoted himself to that pursuit. It guided his every step, from West Point to Ramsbury, England, to the moment he leapt on June 6, 1944 from a C-47 into the fiery darkness over Normandy. There is no better way to know him and the men of Third Battalion than by reading the simple, succinct inscription beneath his photograph in that old, faded regimental history: “Leader this man… He loved Blue, and Blue loved him.”

War is defined by killing and killing is commonly defined by hate, the sort of which compels one race to seek systematic domination, subjugation or elimination of another. When one mass of people aligns to wipe away another, it can be stopped only by those willing to fight and give all. The men of Third Battalion did this in love for one another and love for what is right. “Greater love hath no man than this,” Christ said, “that he lay down his life for his friends.” Leading the battalion in prayer before the jump, the colonel said: “[I]f die we must, let us die as men would die, without complaining, without pleading and safe in the knowledge that we have done our best for what we believed was right.” Those words were an expression of love for his men, part of his caring for them at the most perilous moment of their lives, guiding them, if necessary, to the ultimate sacrifice in the spirit and honor each of them so cherished and with the assurance that it was not in vain but for the good of humankind.

Ian Gardner’s work, Sent by the Iron Sky, honors the Third Battalion in the manner those warriors so richly deserved. Families of that unit are indebted to him, just as each of us is indebted to them, not only for all they accomplished but for all they represented, for the lesson in love they left us and the remainder of humanity forever.

Lee Wolverton – October 2018
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A “Prop Blast” party held in November 1942 in the officers’ mess. One ritual required that a concoction of spirits be consumed within 30 seconds from the “Sink Grail,” which is still used on special occasions today by the 506th. 2nd Lt Ed Harrell is seen here cheered on by, among others, Bob Wolverton (partially obscured behind Harrell), Lt Salve Matheson (Regimental Personnel Officer – cigarette in hand), and next right George Grant, who went on to become Third Battalion’s Executive Officer and was killed on D-Day. (Mark Bando Collection)
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Members of 1 Platoon, H Company, practicing rifle drill at Toccoa. (Left to right): Lou Vecchi, Mario “Hank” DiCarlo and Fred Neill. Hank came from the small coastal resort of Wildwood-by-the-Sea, New Jersey. (Hank DiCarlo)
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Chapter 1

GUIDING STAR

Selection and Training



After a heavy night out on the town in March 1944, Lieutenant Colonel Robert Wolverton, commander of the Third Battalion, 506th Parachute Infantry Regiment (PIR), returned to his fashionable London hotel in Berkeley Square. While thumbing through some family photos, he allowed himself to consider the past, the present and the future, which as the commanding officer of a frontline parachute battalion seemed to be closing in at an alarming rate. Diminutive and bullish, Bob could be a man of few words but was gifted with a beautifully subtle sense of humor and when he did talk, he was always faultlessly clear, precise and very much to the point.

At a time such as this, he could not help thinking about his wife Kay and their two-year-old son Lachlan back home in West Virginia. A pad of hotel headed paper on the bedside table pricked his interest. Bob’s planned series of letters to his family were long overdue but perhaps now the time was right as he set about jotting down a few thoughts, including advice for his son and what was expected of him when he eventually started school.

Still only 29 years old, Bob had an inner feeling, call it intuition, that his own “future” would not be that far away. Whatever the personal cost, he believed that it was his destiny to lead what he proudly considered one of the finest airborne units ever to be created. All too soon this unit would be tested in battle – a battle they had spent the previous two years preparing for.

Jump to text
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Kay and Lachlan (Lock) Wolverton, 1946. (The Wolverton Family)
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Maj Bob Wolverton, Kay and their son Lachlan, standing outside his parents’ house in Elkins, West Virginia in 1942. Lachlan was born at Fort Bragg in August 1941 during Bob’s time with the 9th Infantry Division. The photo was taken on September 9, while Bob was on leave from a promotion course at Fort Leavenworth. (The Wolverton Family)
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A southern boy from Lexington, North Carolina, and legendary commander of the 506th Parachute Infantry Regiment, Col Robert F. Sink had been an early pioneer of parachute tactics and organization at Fort Benning. With great energy and determination, Sink devised one of the most grueling training regimes ever experienced by any World War II American military unit. But along with rigor came fairness and concern. No problem was ever too small for his attention. This photo was taken at Zell am See in 1945.
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Thirty-one-year-old Col Charles Chase, the regiment’s Executive Officer (XO), nicknamed “the Bantam Rooster,” was originally from Portland and by 1942 had been married to Elizabeth (Beth) for almost six years. Steady, cool, funny and charming, Charlie was a graduate of the West Point Class of 1933 and fluent in four languages including French and Spanish. (NARA)
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It did not take long for the 506th to become acquainted with Mount Currahee. At 1,753ft in height, the “zigzag” summit trail is almost 3 miles long and whatever the time of day, the candidates were expected to make it to the top and back well within the designated cut-off time of 1 hour and 10 minutes – with no exceptions. (Jim “Pee Wee” Martin)





Officially activated on July 20, 1942, the 506th was the brainchild of West Point trained 37-year-old Colonel Bob Sink. Back in North Carolina, Sink’s father was active in state politics and ran a daily newspaper called The Dispatch, which over the next three years would report every move made by the regiment and, in turn, Bob Wolverton’s Third Battalion. It was rumored at the time that the senior members of the War Department’s civil service had the unprecedented idea of creating a “super unit” recruited directly from the civilian population to help boost morale stateside.

Upon its creation the 506th was divided into three battalions – the First, Second and Third – and each coded with the radio call sign of “Kidnap” followed by the color white, red or blue. Each battalion had four companies, and the Third’s were designated HQ (Headquarters), G, H, and I. The place chosen by the government for the selection and training of this new independent regiment was Toccoa, Georgia. Camp Toccoa was 5 miles outside of town and nestled beneath the imposing shadow of the mighty Currahee Mountain. This feature marked the western edge of the Blue Ridge Range and over the next 13 weeks came to symbolize the fledgling unit. Several times per week the men would run the 6-mile round trip up and down, and “Currahee,” which is Cherokee for “Stands Alone,” eventually became the battle cry for the regiment.

Known as “A Stage” and vastly over-subscribed, more than 6,000 eager volunteers drawn from the length and breadth of the country were subjected to a particularly hideous 13-week basic training regime personally devised by Sink. Sink had specifically created the program to eliminate all but the very strongest. Even before stepping onto the parade ground, every man had already undergone an intense medical examination along with a qualifying IQ test that had a pass mark higher than that of the average Army officer candidate! Many had falsified birth certificates or simply lied about their age, and the youngest that we now know of was a mere 15.

All of the senior NCOs came from the regular Army and formed the initial nucleus known as the cadre. That first week the men were put through a program of calisthenics, drill and PT over on the nearby athletics field situated behind the parade ground in a shallow valley. The vast, sandy, oblong-shaped training area was dotted with a variety of apparatus including pull-up bars, a 40ft-high scramble net tower and mock-up aircraft fuselages. In addition, the trainees embarked on a series of 20-mile route marches coupled with field-craft lessons and combat training. Hundreds of people washed out during the first few weeks of that late, stifling, Georgian summer. By the final week nearly 5,000 recruits had melted away due to injury and physical exhaustion.

Closer to the parade ground was a makeshift parachute school complete with outdoor exit trainer, flight swings and a series of 10ft wooden ramps from which to practice parachute landing falls. Built into the steep hill adjacent to the creek was a bone-shattering obstacle course with both the start and finish points straddling the brackish water. Fenced on both sides like a racetrack, Colonel Sink’s little folly ran through pinewoods up and down a steep hillside and featured among its many sadistic creations a 12ft-high log wall and 20ft-high jump platform. It is said that Sink made a bet with one of his old classmates from West Point regarding the severity of the course. His former classmate duly arrived with a platoon of Marines from Paris Island, intent on showing the so-called “civilians” just how quickly the professionals could smash the assault course. But despite the obvious bravado, the Marines failed to complete, citing certain aspects as being too risky for them to even attempt.

The accommodation for the new recruits was basic to say the least and built around a large grid system. It comprised 12 neat rows of single-story wooden huts, each row serviced by its own dedicated mess, which carried the slogan “TAKE WHAT YOU WANT – EAT WHAT YOU TAKE.” Seemingly everything was to be done at the double, even going to chow.

Within a few weeks most of the battalion were completing Currahee in less than 50 minutes. The entire regiment was blossoming into Sink’s vision, with every soldier
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