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  NO BATTLE ever looked the same to any two people. This story is told the way that fellow, Major Johns, saw it. Some people and some units are mentioned only in passing, or not at all. I have no desire to slight anyone, but those not dwelt upon just didn’t register through that well-known fog of war. It was right thick, sometimes.


  Incidentally, in the narrative I have used the third person for two reasons: First, I just don’t like the first person singular. To me it limits things too much. Second, people who fight wars up close to the enemy are not the same while they are fighting as they were before and after. “Major Johns” to me is a character who was observed closely and carefully for a somewhat confused and confusing period. His life during that time has always seemed that of another person.


  In doing my best to broaden the view and report accurately on the thoughts and actions of others I have drawn on the memories of many others who were there. The battalion log has been used to confirm times, dates, and places; boundaries; and a gain or loss of yardage. The Regimental and Division histories were used, although in one or two places we do not agree in detail. The Department of the Army publication, “St. Lo,” also confirms the general course of action.


  I wish particularly to thank Captain Arthur C. Chadwick for the numerous detailed letters he wrote in response to my many questions. Chad is now living in Concord, New Hampshire, after recovering almost completely from a near-fatal head wound he received later in the war. Others who helped were: Captain Bill Kenney, Captain Leroy Weddle, Captain Julian Stoen, Captain David Mentzer, and the redoubtable First Sergeant Alton Shaff.


  Captain Kenneth E. Murphy and Lieutenant Colonel Russell J. Manzolillo have been instrumental in assisting me to gain certain information needed during the final preparation for the publisher.


  Mr. T. K. Massey prepared the excellent map.


  —G. S. J., Jr.        
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  THE SUN’S RAYS were warm on the peaceful Normandy field and a single cow grazed unconcernedly near the far hedgerow. The only sound that broke the late afternoon stillness was the uncertain rustle of men moving through heavy woods, and that died away to nothing as the two companies reached the edge of the trees and stood looking out into the open.


  Major Johns, nervous with his first battlefield command, paced the trail that ran along the edge of the woods, impatient for the company commanders to step out and signal that they were ready. He looked repeatedly at his watch—they were already five minutes late. At length he sighed with relief as the two officers moved out into the road, raised their right arms over their heads, and stood looking at him. He stiffened, raised his own arm, then brought it down sharply in the direction of St. Lo.


  Weddle and Sadler echoed the motion, whereupon little groups of wooden-faced men, carrying their rifles at the high port, moved out of the trees, across the narrow lane, down into the shallow ditch, and up the other side into the bright sunshine of the meadows beyond. Baker Company, on the left, slipped over a low hedgerow and disappeared. Charlie Company also moved easily across the empty field, reaching the middle without drawing fire. The squad leaders then began to look around to check the formation of their half-squad columns. The new battalion commander watched the grim parade-ground precision with deep admiration.


  The men held up for only a moment at the big hedgerow where the cow was. The Major thought he saw a man give her a playful jab in the rump with a bayonet. Then they climbed the long mound of earth and in a moment the field was empty again. Still not a shot.


  Puzzled, he turned to see if A Company, in reserve, had come up yet. Lieutenant Ryan, the company commander, was standing quietly just behind him. Major Johns could see Ryan’s men leaning against trees as they waited for the signal to move out. The Major’s own command post group was scattered along the road, too, so he raised his arm again and let it fall, moving forward into the deceptively peaceful pasture as he did so.


  They walked about a hundred yards. There was no sound except the muffled clump of boots on grass. Two hundred yards . . . still no fire. Judas, he thought, Charlie Company must be nearly to that second hedgerow by now. Have the enemy really pulled out? Or are they waiting behind that readymade earthwork, letting the companies get within murderous range before they cut loose? He wished again that there’d been time to send out a patrol or two, so the companies would have an idea of what they were getting into and wouldn’t be attacking blind this way.


  Not a man said a word, but the tension grew with every step.


  Then it came. It was almost a relief to hear the dozen German machine guns that ripped through the silence together. Rifle fire cracked between the long bursts. The crumping, flat crash of mortar shells came from the field ahead. Somewhere a man screamed. The cow, startled, galloped awkwardly back toward her ruined shed.


  By the time the Major reached the hedgerow—in perhaps thirty seconds—his mouth was dry, his forehead and the palms of his hands were moist, and every nerve in his body was screaming like a ricochet. He lay forward against the earth wall of the hedgerow, peering over it to see what was happening and to hide his wild excitement.


  He saw little. A few men darted here and there without apparent reason or direction; mortar shells shocked squat columns of black smoke into instant being; dust and dirty grey smoke drifted slowly with the light breeze. But that was all.


  One seldom sees much on a modern battlefield.


  He watched long enough for his heart to slow down, his nerves to relax a little, and the excitement of commanding men in battle for the first time to drift away. It didn’t take long. He realized, suddenly, that all the fire he could hear was coming from the enemy. He was just wondering how close the Krauts had let them get when he heard a yell from Barbeaux, his orderly, “Major! Captain Nabb is down!”


  He looked around to see the Weapons Company commander lying on his face fifty yards back in the field. An aid man from Able Company was already running toward the wounded officer. The Major pushed himself away from the hedgerow and trotted out to see what had happened. No shells had landed in the field behind them. The hedgerow* that stood between them and the enemy was nearly five feet high and a good four feet thick, all solid dirt. So how could a man get hit back there? Major Johns found Nabb not seriously hurt, just a single bullet hole in his upper thigh. But he didn’t find the answer to how a bullet could get back there; and he had lost a man he had been counting on.


  Nabb was furiously, fluently conscious, “Those bastards . . . Those damned sons of bitches . . . But I’ll be back, Major, I’ll be—.”


  A blast of machine gun fire from the hedgerow cut Nabb short and startled the Major so badly that he jumped and then ran back, almost forgetting to wave to the aid man to take over. He could see one of his own light machine guns firing into the tops of the trees that bordered the field on the right. Before he could get to the hedgerow a Browning automatic rifle (BAR) joined in.


  “What the hell goes on here, anyway?” he yelled.


  “I think there must be a sniper up one of those high trees, sir,” answered Captain Newcomb, the S3. “He got your radio operator before you got to Nabb. I figure he must have shot Nabb too so I ordered these guns to clean up those trees.”


  “All right. But stop that shooting; it’ll worry the boys up ahead if they think there’s something back here.”


  Newcomb called to the two gunners and the firing stopped. Major Johns went over to look at his radio operator, who had been hit in precisely the same part of the body as Nabb. He had been lying flat on the ground, not ten feet from where the Major had been leaning against the hedgerow. Apparently Newcomb was right. The Major hoped the automatic weapon fire would at least scare the sniper off. But nothing had fallen out of any of the trees. He shook his head as he went back to his place on the hedgerow, hoping he might be able to see something up ahead this time.


  He couldn’t. There wasn’t a man in sight. The top of the next hedgerow was still shrouded in smoke and dust, tracers ricocheted crazily, and mortar shells crumped steadily where Sadler’s company was supposed to be. But the battlefield looked deserted.


  Then the sound of new rifle fire began to come from well out to the left. It spread along the front until the Major knew that both companies had gotten themselves together and were beginning to fight back. An American light machine gun opened up over in Baker’s zone, its slower, deeper tone making it stand out clearly from the ripping, tearing sound of the German guns. Another one from Charlie joined it. He heard the cough of a mortar, firing from not far away, and saw one of these little 60-mm weapons firing steadily from a position fifty yards down the hedgerow. Then the heavier grunt of the battalion 81-mm mortars began to come from farther to the rear. The Major thought he could distinguish the long sustained bursts of fire from heavy machine guns. Things were looking up.


  A German mortar shell hit thirty yards to the front. The Major came off the hedgerow to sit again, trying to wait patiently for reports.


  In a few minutes the fire in front began to slack off, then died away almost entirely except on the far left. That meant that Weddle, with Baker Company, was still after something. Or something was after Weddle. Only spasmodic bursts came from Charlie Company. It was time he was getting some news.


  He waited ten more minutes, but nothing came over the radio and no runners came in. Impatient, he reached for the handset of the SCR 300 where it lay beside him, untended since the operator had been hit. Pressing the butterfly switch he called, “Hello Peter 4, Peter 4. Hello Peter 4. Over.”


  That was Charlie’s call sign for the day, but though they were not more than 300 yards away there was no answer. He called Peter 3—Baker—and got the same result. He was about to give up and go forward to see for himself when a weak call came from Peter 4, “Hello, Peter 4, Peter 4. Over.”


  He grabbed the handset again, “Hello Peter 4. Go ahead. Over.”


  “Red 6? This is Charlie 6,” It was Sadler himself. “Sir, we have the second hedgerow, but they stopped us cold in a little orchard up ahead. We’re getting fire from the woods across the road on the right. I think they’re forming up in there for a counterattack. Over.”


  “Hello Peter 4; yes, this is Red 6. I understand. Stay with ’em! We’ll give you some help. Out.”


  He dropped the handset and turned to Lieutenant Martin, the artillery liaison officer. “Can you put some fire in those woods to the right?”


  “Sir,” Martin drawled in a rich Virginia accent, “that’s out of our zone. I couldn’t bring fire in close to the flank anyway because the tree bursts would spray over into C Company.”


  “Out of our zone? The hell with that! There isn’t a soul in those woods except the enemy, and won’t be until I send somebody. Now you shoot something in there and be damned soon about it.”


  Martin looked startled, but he got busy on his own radio and in a few minutes a flight of shells screamed over to burst deep in the woods. The artilleryman spoke into his radio again whereupon the next volley crashed closer to Charlie’s right flank. They could see great limbs fly up from the trees. Martin made another correction.


  While they watched the artillery fire the battalion radio stopped its sizzling noise again. Weddle’s voice, weak but unmistakable, came through, “Red 6, this is Baker 6. Sir, we heard you calling a minute ago but couldn’t answer right then. We’re in a helluva mess over here. This damn country is so cut up I don’t know where I am except I can tell I’m about a hundred yards ahead of Charlie. Enemy paratroopers* are all over the place and my left flank is hanging out in the breeze like an old sock. We’re pinned down plumb complete. Can you do something about it?”


  “Okay, boy,” answered the Major, forgetting the precious radio “procedure” as he did most of the time. “I’ll do what I can.”


  He thought Weddle was getting pretty careless with radio security, but hoped the Germans had been kicked around by the 116th Infantry enough that morning so they wouldn’t be monitoring anything as small as a battalion SCR 300 radio net. He wasn’t very worried about the enemy, but Division might be doing a little listening-in. He’d have to speak to the Baker company commander about it later.


  

The situation was becoming somewhat more clearly confused. At least that was the way the battalion commander felt about it right then. He was up against the problem he had been expecting ever since he had got the hurry-up-and-attack order earlier that afternoon. The right half of the battalion zone of action was pretty much open fields, but it was bounded on that side by a hard-topped road and there was a large triangular-shaped patch of heavy woods running for about 500 yards along the other side of the road. As artilleryman Martin had said, that put the woods “out of our zone.” The only trouble was that it didn’t belong to anyone else either. Nobody, that is, except the Germans. The nearest friendly troops, at least 800 yards farther to the right, might as well have been in Berlin for all the help they were going to be. It had been obvious from the start that those woods were a wonderful place for the enemy to use in any way they wanted to. Probably they were doing just what Sadler thought they were doing at the moment—forming up for a counterattack that could hit him in the flank and rear if they had the guts and the people to try it. And they probably had.


  The left was just as bad. It was a rats’ nest of tiny meadows, orchards, hedgerows, and sunken roads that extended to infinity as far as the battalion was concerned, because there was no help there either. The Major had given the maze of bad ground to his best and most experienced company commander. But nobody, no matter how good or experienced, could cover it all or keep hostile paratroopers from finding and hitting a flank that had no choice but to dangle “like an old sock.”


  And now, just as he had expected, both flanks were in trouble; or probably would be before long.


  He still had all of his reserve company, but he’d been hoping to find a soft spot where he could use it to shove through where it would do the most good. Now there didn’t seem to be any soft spots. If he merely wanted to hold what he had he was going to have to do something about those flanks.


  The sun was still well above the horizon despite the fact that it was 1730 hours on the 17th of June. Still plenty of daylight. He was damned if he’d fold up that easy in his first fight. He knew the Germans had had a rough fight already that day and had probably used most of their reserves. But maybe they’d brought in more by now. The hell with it . . . you’ve got to take a chance once in a while. . . . He’d hit the Germans on the right, try to get back of the ones in front of Sadler, jar loose the whole front Weddle could worry about his own flank for a while.


  “Ryan!” he snapped.


  “Yes, sir.” The reserve company commander was close by his side.


  “Take two platoons and cross over into those woods. Clear them right down to the far end of the triangle, then hit those people in front of Sadler. Send to me the leader of the platoon you leave here.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Ryan moved away. In a few minutes a young second lieutenant trotted up, saluted, and reported that he was the platoon leader of Able 3. The Major told him to stick around. Then he turned to the artillery liaison officer. “Martin, tell your people I’m sending two platoons into the woods, so they don’t shoot in there except when we ask for it.”


  “Roger.”


  Ryan moved fast. His two platoons streamed across the road into the trees without trouble, but in a few minutes firing began about halfway to a point opposite C Company. Johns was glad he’d decided to clear the woods because it looked as if maybe the enemy had been forming up in there. In this way he would break up any counterattack and maybe get at the Germans in front of Sadler. It all depended on how many there were.


  As the sound of the firing swelled, Johns listened carefully, trying to judge his chances for success. It seemed that the German fire was just as heavy as Ryan’s, but he didn’t want to give up hope too soon.


  He was still listening when the B Company runner came pounding down the hedgerow from the left. “Sir,” he panted, “Captain Weddle says tell you they are hitting us on the left. The Jerries are coming in from behind and we can’t cover all the ground. He says he can’t get his left platoon back; they’ve already kicked off one attack.”


  He looked anxiously up at the Major who smiled and said, “Okay son, we’ll look into the matter.”


  From this slightly garbled message it was pretty obvious that Weddle was in some sort of trouble. Major Johns didn’t think he would have sent a runner if it hadn’t been fairly serious. Weddle had a reputation for being as calm in a fight as the next man.


  He turned to the lieutenant commanding Ryan’s remaining platoon, “Follow this man back to B Company and cover their left flank. You will take orders from Captain Weddle but do anything you think you need to do to secure that flank if you don’t see him right away.”


  The lieutenant saluted and ran back to get his platoon as the Major turned to the runner, “Lead this platoon to Captain Weddle. Tell him to use it to protect his left flank.”


  The runner nodded and rushed after the lieutenant.


  Now the command post group was left alone behind the hedgerow. Johns was beginning to get a little panicky down deep inside. His unit had been stopped, he had committed his reserves, there was one hell of a lot of shooting going on again, and he couldn’t think of another thing he could do—except wait.


  But he was a poor waiter. He fidgeted with his pipe, with his .45, and even with his helmet, which had suddenly become uncomfortable. He tried the radio again. No answer. Trying to look calm and unperturbed, he casually got up to try to see something over the hedgerow, couldn’t see any more than he already had, sat down and started the whole process over again. The rest of the staff, of which only Newcomb, the operations officer, and Grimsehl, the intelligence officer, were left beside the artillery liaison detachment, the runners, and wiremen, sat quietly against the hedgerow. His two staff officers and most of the men watched him covertly, now and then, trying to get a line on their new commander.


  The firing on the right continued. It was more intense than that from either Charlie or Baker company now, but all had picked up volume considerably since the last lull. The whole front was alive—crackling. Then, for the first time, he could hear the characteristic hollow, clumping roar of hand grenades from Ryan’s woods. He tensed. That meant they were getting in close.


  The sound of the grenades kept on interminably. He wondered who was throwing the most. You couldn’t tell from the sound they made. The volume of small-arms fire was still about the same on both sides.


  Such intense fire couldn’t last long, and it didn’t. It began to die out again until it was almost silent in front and only sporadic on both flanks. Then the German fire came back with a rush and a roar from the front and left. Their mortars crashed like a gargantuan surf, the Major thought to himself, only sharper and louder than any surf could ever be.


  At least two batteries of friendly artillery switched their fire suddenly to in front of Charlie Company. Their shells whined close overhead. Oddly enough, there was still no German artillery fire falling close, although quite a bit had gone well over to land in the trees that had marked the Line of Departure.


  The 300 came to sudden, squawking life as the C Company operator screamed something that sounded like “Counterattack—counterattack—they’re coming through the orchard.”


  It was too much for the battalion commander. He could not sit behind that hedgerow and not know what was going on while all three of his companies were in close and bitter fighting. He barked at the nearest man, “Take that radio and follow me.”


  The man looked at the set as if it were something alive and horrible. He shrank away from it and stammered, “N-n-not me, sir, I ain’t no radio man.”


  Johns was speechless with surprise. Before he could recover, a calm voice at his elbow said, “I’ll go with you, sir.”


  It was Jimmy, the pint-sized operator from A Company, who had lugged his heavy set so cheerfully during the hot speedmarch that had brought them to the woods earlier that afternoon. The Major did not stop to ask why the man was not with the reserve commander, nor to take action against the other man, who had refused his order. He just nodded, calling to Newcomb, “Come on. We’re gonna see what is happening at C Company.”


  He turned to the hedgerow and started to climb over. Just then a long burst of machine-gun fire clipped the top from a bush a few feet to his left. He changed his mind and moved toward the road on the right.


  The road ran at right angles to the front line, straight into enemy territory. If Major Johns stopped to think at all, he must have thought that Ryan had had time to clear the woods and should be in control of both sides of the road. It did occur to him that perhaps it was Ryan’s flank attack on the Germans in front of Sadler that had made the C Company radio operator, or even Sadler himself, think they were receiving a counterattack. He cursed himself for not sending a runner forward to tell Sadler what Ryan was doing. He hoped the Able commander had had presence of mind enough to yell across the road and tell somebody in Charlie Company what was going on before he slanted across their front. He decided that Ryan would surely have enough sense to do that much without orders.


  Anyway, use of the road was the quickest way to get forward. Nobody had said anything about seeing any fire coming down it.


  He pulled himself across the low hedgerow that separated field and road, and looked over into the woods. No movement. He looked forward. Still no movement. He dropped into the shallow ditch along the road and lay quiet for a moment. No fire. He got to his feet and walked forward. Newcomb, brushing past him, took the lead.


  They walked rapidly for a hundred yards. The firing began to die away. Then it stopped all along the whole front. The Major slowed a bit. These sudden changes in the tempo of the action puzzled him. He wondered if C Company had repulsed the attack, if A Company had driven in from the flank and forced the enemy to retreat, or if Ryan had been stopped and had pulled back into the woods to re-form and try it again.


  While these questions passed through his mind a nasty feeling of failure grew inside him. Night was closing in. He had not succeeded in taking his first objective as a battalion commander. His stomach was knotting slowly but tightly with that overpowering fear, not fear of death or injury, but of failure. He kept moving forward.


  They were only a few yards behind the hedgerow that Sadler was holding when a half dozen men ran across the road at least 300 yards ahead, just where a bend in the road carried it out of sight to the right. A voice from behind cried, “Ryan’s men! They’re behind the Germans!”


  Newcomb was still in front. The voice, which was definitely not Jimmie’s, startled the CO.* He stopped to look back. Lieutenant Grimsehl almost bumped into him and he could see men scattered back along the ditch for a hundred yards. The whole command post group was following him, though he had wanted only Newcomb and Jimmie!


  “What in hell are all these people doing out here?” he demanded.


  Newcomb and Grimsehl both looked as surprised as Johns. They hadn’t looked back either and no one had ordered the advance of the command post group as a whole. But since the Major hadn’t told any of the officers not to follow him, the runners, seeing the officers going, came along too. Even the telephone men were patiently laying their wire although it had been cut by shell fire behind them ever since early in the fight.


  None of that was clear at the moment. Major Johns, seeing the group, let them stay. As he turned to move on he was struck with the realization that he had not reported to Regiment since the attack had been launched, over an hour ago. That wouldn’t do at all! Colonel Ordway would be wondering what was going on. He sat down in the shallow ditch with his back against the hedgerow. The others did the same except for Newcomb, who remained standing with his back to the enemy. Jimmie went down on one knee at the Major’s feet, half in half out of the ditch.


  Major Johns reached for the handset of the 300, intending to call Major Morris, his Executive, back at the rear command post, to tell him to call Regiment and report that they were held up, were in a little trouble, and could see no immediate prospect of further advance without help. Then he remembered you were supposed to write down all messages—that’s what they had taught at Leavenworth, anyway. He guessed maybe he’d better write this one, just for the record.


  Absent-mindedly clinging to the handset, he reached into a pocket for pencil and message book to write the first combat message he had ever written outside a classroom. Holding the book against his left knee, along with the handset, he began to fill in the blanks:


  “To: CO, 115th Inf”


  No, he remembered, that wasn’t right. You had to use code names. Carefully he scratched that out and substituted “Lagoon 6.” He ignored the other blanks, went straight to the message itself, “Stopped at second hedgerow. Both flanks in trouble. Cannot get ahead without help.”


  He looked at what he had written, but didn’t like it. He was damned if he would squall for help so soon in the first fight.


  He was drawing a line through the last sentence when the world suddenly exploded all around him. Sharp ballistic cracks pounded his eardrums so rapidly they seemed like one impossibly prolonged rifle shot. He was instantly paralyzed with overwhelming fright.


  The radio operator, Jimmie, slumped forward at his feet, another man stumbled past to fall into the ditch ahead, and Newcomb cleared the eight-foot hedgerow apparently with one jump. But the Major was too shocked to move. His stomach knotted itself into a tight ball. It jammed against his pounding heart while his breathing stopped completely for an instant, then came in jerky gasps. The hair on his head felt as if it were rising like the hair on a cat’s back. His skin prickled all over. But the most awful thing was the cold, empty feeling in his guts.


  The burst of German machine gun fire lasted only seconds. But it seemed a lifetime before he could reach up and snatch a grenade from his pistol belt. He’d never heard a bullet crack by, inches from his head. He didn’t know they sounded like that. He thought there was a German with a burp pistol behind the nearest tree on top of the hedgerow. He grabbed the pin on the grenade, but before he could throw it something made him stop and yell, “Anybody on the other side?”


  He got a quick answer, “Hell yes!”


  Before he could lower his arm the blast of a rifle right in his lap made him flinch. He squirmed back even closer against the hedgerow as Martin and Grimsehl went into action. They’d been at the front all the eleven days since a continuous line had been established in Normandy. The crack of bullets was nothing new to them. Almost side by side, lying flat in the ditch, they fired methodically across him and over Jimmie’s head. Mechanically, he checked the pin in the grenade then, still a little dazed, hooked it back onto his belt harness.


  He sat there for ten heartbeats before he realized just what had happened: the men they had seen run across the road ahead weren’t Ryan’s! They belonged to A. Hitler and Company and had undoubtedly been a machine-gun crew getting the hell out of the woods ahead of Able Company. They might have been scared too, but not too much to know a good target when they saw one; and the command post group, strung out down the ditch, was about as good a one as any machine gunner could ever expect to find. So they’d stopped at least long enough to let loose that one blast.


  Even when he had it all figured out there was nothing he could do. He couldn’t move without making Jimmie get up and disturbing the two officer’s aim, and he didn’t have a rifle himself.


  He looked at the man who had fallen into the ditch and now was trying weakly to push himself up. It was Lieutenant Sadler, his face already greenish-grey with shock. He had been hit five or six times—in the head, chest, and both arms. Major Johns knew instinctively that Sadler was as good as dead. He called to him to lie still and take it easy, but the Charlie Company commander was already beyond hearing.


  Johns felt that he ought to do something constructive—something to get their minds off the tragedy that had just struck. But he was without inspiration. Merely numb. Then, as often happens in times of crisis, inconsequential thoughts intervened—trivialities. Perhaps that was the best antidote. He found himself staring at a ring on Lieutenant Martin’s finger, half under his M1 rifle. It jerked every time Martin fired, but it was a big ring and Johns was able to spell out the inscription: “VIRGINIA MILI-".


  “Well I’ll be damned,” he said, “You from VMI?”


  The artilleryman was so surprised at such a fool question in the middle of a firefight, that he paused in mid-squeeze. But he answered, “Yeah, why?”


  “Me too. Class of ’31. What class were you in?”


  Martin grinned as he completed the trigger squeeze and the Major shuddered again as the rifle blast hit his battered eardrums. “’38,” he answered. “You must have known—.”


  That was too much for Grimsehl. “Hey, you guys,” he yelled. “Break up this alumni meeting. Let’s scram out of here.”


  That brought the commander out of the daze he had been in ever since the deafening burst of enemy fire, perhaps two minutes before. He leaned forward and shook Jimmie’s shoulder. “Come on, Jim. It’s all over now. You can get up.”


  But Jimmie didn’t move. Major Johns shook him again. Then he saw blood oozing slowly, thickly, brightly across his own shoe. Gently, he pulled at Jimmie’s far shoulder. A neat, clean little bullet hole in the boy’s helmet came into view, so the Major knew that Jimmie was dead. Something impelled him to pull Jimmie over until he could look into his face. The eyes were closed and an odd little half-smile made Jimmie look as if he were asleep, dreaming pleasant dreams. Slowly, the Major lowered him back to the ground and for a fleeting instant watched Jimmie’s lifeblood continue to flow across his shoe.


  But the emergency had to be met. Jimmie had now become a problem. They needed his carbine and radio, both of which were strapped to his small back. “Dead weight” took on a new meaning as they tried to get the carbine out from under him. Major Johns was afraid to lean too far forward, while neither Martin nor Grimsehl could even kneel without making good targets, so Jimmie’s 120-odd pounds were hard to handle. Somehow they got the gun loose after Martin stopped firing long enough to cut the strap, but it was so choked with dirt and blood that the Major wondered if it would fire. He aimed it in the general direction of the woods where the Germans had disappeared, and pulled the trigger. It fired but failed to throw a new cartridge into the chamber. He worked the bolt by hand and fired again. It was okay for single shots.


  Next came the radio. It took all three of them to get it off, and again Martin had to cut the carrying straps.


  “You two take the radio with you. I’ll cover you with fire while you make a run for the woods. Then you can cover me.” The Major rolled over into firing position without waiting for an answer, put an elbow in the pool of the radio operator’s blood, and began to work the bolt on the carbine as fast as he could. Martin and Grimsehl ran together across the narrow road into the cover of the trees, then took up the fire. Johns followed. The Germans didn’t fire another shot.


  Together on the edge of the woods they looked back at Sadler. He was quiet now, his eyes open to the blue sky.


  “No use sending a medic for him now.” Martin shook his head.


  “Maybe not, but I’m going to anyhow. The Doc said they do some wonderful things sometimes.”


  Sadler had been his friend, but Grimsehl had seen more men die than either of the others. He shook his head. “No use, Major. Ol’ Sad never knew what hit him. But he was a mighty brave guy, and never would quit. I guess he kept trying to go on even after he was struck.”


  Footnotes

  
  *The “hedgerows” of Normandy were earthen dikes from two to six feet high and as much as four feet thick, on top of which were growing hedges or trees. These hedgerows separated the individual pastures and apple orchards and made a virtual redoubt of each successive field.—Editor.


  *Part of the German 2d Parachute Division, a crack unit.


  
  *Unless they are speaking formally, military men invariably refer to the commanding officer as the “CO” or the “Old Man.”
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  NOTHING SEEMED to be happening anywhere on the front, but Major Johns wasn’t anxious to get to C Company any more. In the few minutes they had been tied up in their own little fight it seemed as if all the rest of the battalion, as well as the Germans, had stopped shooting to see how the command post group would make out. If there had been a counterattack on the center it couldn’t have been very serious or Sadler wouldn’t have been able to leave his company and come looking for the Major; and as Ryan wasn’t firing any more he must have the woods in hand. But what about Weddle? Johns decided to go back to the point he had left and send runners if he couldn’t get reports by radio. He tried the set they had salvaged from Jimmie’s back, but got no answer.


  They looked for the last time at Sadler and Jimmie. Then the Major got another shock when he saw a third man, well back of where they had been, also lying on his face in the ditch, in the stillness of death. They made their way through the woods and crossed over to the hedgerow corner they had left not more than fifteen minutes before. All the rest of the command post group was there, except for two men who had been slightly wounded by the same burst of fire that had killed the three. Newcomb was fingering a hole in his field jacket where a bullet had passed between his left arm and body without touching him. He was shaken by the experience but he had already sent messengers to all three rifle companies, calling for a report, and had sent the wiremen to look for the break in the wire to the rear.


  The commander sat alone against the hedgerow thinking things over. He had gotten over his fright, except that his innards seemed sore from their recent acrobatics. Regiment was only some 800 yards behind them on the far edge of the main woods. He decided to go back himself, which he could probably do before the wire was fixed, give a report to Colonel Ordway, and find out what the units on the flanks of the battalion were doing. Then he would come back and make a determined effort to get that little dump called La Forge, which was the battalion objective, by picking up the attack again just at dusk. He looked at the sun, which was nearing the horizon. He might barely have time to do all this if he hurried like mad. He wanted very badly to capture that village.


  He told Newcomb and Grimsehl that he intended to renew the attack. He directed Newcomb to plan the details in light of what he should learn from the companies, and instructed Grimsehl to see if anybody had taken any prisoners who could tell them anything about the enemy strength. Then he started briskly to the rear.


  As he walked he couldn’t keep his thoughts away from the hot spot he had been in a few minutes before, and the lessons he had learned so quickly but at such a price. In little more than an hour of his first fight he had lost two company commanders, two radio operators, and three other men, besides just escaping death himself. As he thought about the crack of those machine gun bullets his stomach began to squirm again until by a conscious effort he forced it to behave.


  He couldn’t understand why he hadn’t been hit too. Jimmie’s head had been not more than two feet from his own. Newcomb, in front, and Sadler, directly behind him, had been hit. The whole burst must have missed him by scant inches, he decided, and he very seriously thanked God for his safety. At the same time he promised never again to risk the lives of others if he could avoid it. It was a bitter lesson, repeated every time the eyes of his mind focused on Jimmie’s bright blood oozing over his shoe or on Sadler’s sudden death. He looked down at the shoe, shuddered at the still-red stain, and tried to scuff it off on the grass.


  He thought some more about the way those bullets had cracked. The sound had been as sharp as the crack of a bullwhip, yet vastly louder. He had heard more distant snapping sounds in action before, but he had never known what they were and had been too busy then to ask. Now he knew—after learning the hard way. He wondered if the infiltration courses he had heard about were teaching the new soldiers what that snapping sound meant.


  He also wondered how many of the fiction writers who wrote of a bullet “whizzing” or “singing” or “zipping” had ever heard one.


  On his way to the regimental command post the Major passed a knocked-out Sherman tank. What distinguished this smoking brown hulk from others he had seen that day was the single blackened, claw-like hand and forearm that was thrust out of the turret toward the sky. The fingers were separate and more than half curled, like the talon of a striking eagle. But this hand was not striking. It seemed, rather, to be calling down an imprecation on the fate that had let it die there in agony.


  The Major found Colonel Ordway, telephone in hand, standing at the foot of the big tree he had noticed when the battalion had moved forward past that spot earlier in the day. Colonel Ordway was a big distinguished-looking man. He had been chief of staff at division headquarters until a few days before, where Major Johns had known him. He liked Colonel Ordway and was very pleased to serve under him. The Colonel was a gentleman as well as a splendid officer. In the field you couldn’t always tell who was a gentleman—not that it mattered much.


  “Well,” boomed the regimental commander, “what’s going on? I’ve just been trying to get you.”


  Johns saluted as he answered, “Sir, we’re stuck at the second hedgerow and I had to use my reserves to protect my flanks. It doesn’t look as if we’ll get to La Forge today unless we have better luck later.”


  “Have many casualties?”


  “I don’t know about the companies yet, because I haven’t any reports from them except yells about their flanks and counterattacks, but Nabb was wounded early, Sadler is dead, and I’ve lost two radio operators, besides three other men out of my CP group.” He was still too full of his experience not to want to tell about it.


  The Colonel listened sympathetically.


  “Well,” he said when the Major was through, “we’ve got to keep going regardless. Division wants us to get La Forge tonight. And by the way, I saw your jump-off. It was mighty fine.”


  The battalion commander smiled weakly. He was beginning to appreciate how tired he was after marching and skirmishing all the night before, making a forced march forward during the early afternoon, and undergoing the nerve-racking ordeal of taking a unit into combat for the first time. He was, he realized, also extremely thirsty. He took a pull on his canteen.


  “Sir,” he answered, “I feel we can take that next hedgerow and keep going, all right, but before we try it I’ve got to get forward to see my company commanders and lay on a few plans. I figure we can try it right at dusk and, if we make it, go as far as we can in the dark before we have to quit and hole up. It’s bad country, damned bad for night work, but it’ll have to be that or nothing now.”


  He glanced at the sinking sun and went on, “If we could push the 3d Battalion through those woods to the right of the road—we’ve got the woods clear right down to the end now—that battalion could get behind the Germans in front of us and we could make it easy.”


  Ordway took no offense at Johns’ suggestion as to how he should fight his regiment, but he shook his head.


  “That’s out. Division has nailed the 3d Battalion down tight. They’re the only reserve left in the whole outfit.”


  The Major looked disconsolate. “Yes sir. Shall I go ahead on my own then?”


  The Colonel had a look at the sun, now barely visible through the tops of the trees. “Yes, you go ahead and do the best you can. Keep me informed; the wire is in again.”


  Johns saluted, moved away a bit, paused long enough to take another drink from his canteen, then struck out at a fast walk, head up and shoulders back. No use letting the regimental staff think
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  “For the benefit of those who came in late”


  ORGANIZATION AND ARMAMENT OF A WORLD WAR II INFANTRY BATTALION


  The Tables of Organization and Equipment for an infantry battalion in 1944 called for some 900 men and 28 officers. The battalion contained five companies: A headquarters company, a heavy weapons company and three rifle companies. Three such battalions made up a regiment. The rifle companies and weapons companies were lettered consecutively throughout the regiment. Thus A, B, and C Companies were the rifle companies of the 1st Battalion. The Weapons Company was D Company. E, F, and G were the rifle companies of the 2d Battalion, H being the Weapons Company. I, K, and L (there is never a J Company) were always in the 3d Battalion and M was its Weapons Company.


  This organization was standard throughout the Army. The battalions were always known respectively as Red, White, and Blue for 1st, 2d, and 3d, respectively, and anyone familiar with the organization of course knew at once which battalion any given company would be in. One would say, “M Company of the 115th Infantry.” It is not necessary to say, “A Company of the 1st Battalion of the 115th.”


  The headquarters companies were designated by battalions, as, “Headquarters Company, 1st Battalion, 115th Infantry, 29th Division.”


  Each rifle company was made up of 6 officers and 186 men —on the Tables of Organization and Equipment. Actually it is questionable that any company ever had exactly that number of officers and men in it; usually a unit was understrength, though on rare occasions it may have been overstrength. Certainly, no company in combat stayed at the same strength for very long. The official strength was merely a point of departure, a measuring stick to determine how many replacements were required. The “Clay Pigeons” of this story actually varied in strength from well over 1000, for a very short time, down to as low as 241 at one time during the eleven months of fighting in Europe.


  Each rifle company was divided into three rifle platoons and one weapons platoon, each headed by a lieutenant. There was an executive officer and, of course, the company commander. The company commander was often a second lieutenant, though the position called for a captain.


  Each rifle platoon comprised three squads. The weapons platoon contained two light machine gun squads and three 60 mm mortar squads.


  The rifle squads, of 12 men each, contained one Browning Automatic Rifle, or BAR, in addition to the rifles carried by the rest of the men in the squad.


  The weapons platoon of the rifle companies was equipped with two light machine guns and three 60 mm mortars.


  The Heavy Weapons Company provided a total of eight heavy machine guns and six 81 mm mortars.


  There were three .57 mm anti-tank guns in the Headquarters Company and a total of 24 rocket launchers, commonly called “bazookas,” scattered throughout the battalion.


  Officers were officially equipped with pistols as were machine gunners and a few other individuals. Many of the Headquarters and Weapons Company personnel were supposed to be armed with carbines but the majority acquired and used the heavier but more reliable and authoritative M1 rifle.


  Medical aid men are not assigned as an integral part of the infantry battalion. They are attached in the form of a detachment from higher medical units. This battalion detachment included a surgeon, first aid equipment, company aid men, and a limited number of litter bearers.
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