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Dedication

This book is dedicated to my lovely wife, Sandy, who had to sit through twenty years of hearing these same stories over and over and through countless hours of listening to my additions and revisions. It couldn’t have been completed without her love and support. It is also dedicated to the men of C Company, 2/4 Infantry past and present. 
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​Prologue
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Between the years of 1946 and 1991, millions of American service members served throughout the world in the Cold War. Some didn’t come home. This book is my attempt to explain how it looked through the eyes of one teenage Infantryman. 

I served in C Company, 2nd Battalion, 4th Infantry Regiment (Pershing) from 1986 to 1988 as a U. S. Army 11B Infantryman. It was a momentous time to serve in the Federal Republic of Germany also known as West Germany. President Ronald Reagan was raising the heat on the Soviet Union to “tear down this wall”. General Secretary of the Communist Party Mikhail Gorbachev was attempting to implement Glasnost or “openness” against the wishes of his party. Things were changing, but they hadn’t changed yet. The Cold War was still very much alive. Heated words were flying both directions, and a large part of the discussion was about the Pershing II nuclear missile. It was a historic time, and I had a front row seat. 

One of the most difficult tasks in putting down this story was seeing the world through eighteen year old eyes again. I have been lighthearted at times and possibly shared more than I should have, and I hope I haven’t given you the wrong impression. We were very good at our jobs, and we worked extremely hard. We also played extremely hard. It was a terribly high stress situation. Like many veterans, I sometimes have a tendency to remember good times and forget the bad. I made it a point to include enough of the bad times to let you know they existed. I served with the best men I’ve had the pleasure to know in my entire life, and I count every one of them as my friends to this day. They are my brothers. I’ve tried to get the story right. Every word of this is as close to true as I can get looking back through a fog of twenty-five years. I was there, and it all happened. I want to get the story told before I can no longer remember it. 

I have purposely changed nearly every name and many of the minor details in the interest of security and discretion. All of the events happened, but they might not have happened in these specific places at these specific times with these exact people. Reconstructing a real time-line would be impossible at this point. I got as close as I could remember. I used my certificates and orders to fill in some blanks and some friends helped fill in others. I hope my friends will recognize themselves throughout the book. They’re all real. I’ve also taken the liberty to leave out a story or two that’s best kept between friends. I’m less concerned with being 100% accurate in specifics than I am with conveying the tone and feel of what it was like to be there. Things that I understood incorrectly at the time were purposely left incorrect even if I now know I was wrong. I wanted to be eighteen again. I hope I’ve reached my goal and done justice to the proud men who served by my side. This book is for them. 

Millions of Americans were stationed in Germany during the Cold War, but until now our story has been left largely untold. I sincerely hope this book will do my part to tell my little slice of it. I hope every veteran who served in Germany or anywhere in world at any time will recognize a bit of themselves in the many adventures I had with my friends, and I also hope this might inspire more of you to tell your stories. This is how the Cold War looked through my eyes. This is our story. 

We won. 

Doug DePew

January 25, 2011
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Blinding. 

The early morning sun glared through my squinting eyes as I stepped off a 747 in Frankfurt, West Germany. I had just finished an overnight MAC flight from St. Louis, and I was exhausted. An E-5 Sergeant sat next to me during the flight and drank gin and tonic continuously. We had to wear our Class A dress uniform on MAC flights. I could tell from his uniform that he was Berlin Brigade and that he had done a lot of things in the Army. He was a nice guy...quiet. It’s a shame he drank so much. Maybe he was scared of flying.  

As soon as I stepped off the plane into Rhein-Main Air Force Base, I immediately looked for a bratwurst stand. My dad told me, “As soon as you get to Germany, get a bratwurst and beer!” He spent three years in Germany, so he must know. He taught us our whole lives how to ask for a bratwurst, roll, and beer in German just in case we needed to know it. Luckily, there was a stand right by the tarmac. I needed to know it. I stopped off to grab a bite to eat. “Guten morgen. Ein bratwurst und ein brochen, bitte.” I figured I’d leave the beer for now. I still had work to do.  

We stood around on the tarmac for a short time. It was awe inspiring to be standing in a foreign country. Everything was fascinating. I breathed in the smell of jet fuel mixed with a thousand years of living. I sat there on my duffel bags and took it all in. After a twenty minute break, an E-4 Specialist showed up with a big van. 

He yelled out, “Everybody for 21st Replacement, get in!” 

I looked around, and all of the other newbies started climbing in, so I did, too. We drove to the other side of the airport and scrambled inside. Once we entered the building, I saw rows of tables and cubicles. It was very confusing. We were milling around not knowing where to go. A young Corporal walked out of a hallway and asked for all of the 11 Bravos to raise our hands. I shot my hand up along with a group of other guys. There were several guys on my flight from my Infantry OSUT class, so we were hanging around together. The Corporal started walking down the line questioning us one by one. 

“Do you object to working with nuclear weapons?”

“No, Corporal.” 

“Have you ever used hallucinogenic drugs such as LSD?” 

“No, Corporal.” 

“Step over here,” he said as he pointed to the other side of the room.  

Once he had a group of five or six guys who were “qualified”, he told us to go down the hallway to the desk on the left. We all followed directions not knowing where we were going. On the door of the office, I noticed a painting of a patch. It was a round patch with a launching missile and lightning bolts. Above it was a Pershing tab. It was very brightly colored in red, blue, and yellow. The tab was green with red writing. I’d never seen it before.

“What’s that?” I asked Thompson who was a guy I knew from Ft. Benning. 

“Hell if I know. I never heard of a Pershing tab.” 

“Oh well, it’s a pretty cool patch,” I said shrugging.  

The Sergeant inside the office called us in one by one and asked us again if we objected to working with nuclear weapons or if we had ever used LSD. 

I said, “You mean since we were out there in the lobby?” 

He gave me a dirty look then laughed and handed us some papers. Once we filled out the paperwork swearing that we indeed did not object to working with nuclear weapons and we had honestly never used LSD, they herded us out to a Carry-All which was a Volkswagen van painted olive drab or OD green. There were six of us from my OSUT class in the Carry-All. We then rode to Neu-Ulm, Federal Republic of Germany where most of 2nd Battalion, 4th Infantry Regiment was headquartered. As soon as we got to Battalion Headquarters, we were led into a conference room where we got a short briefing of our battalion’s mission by the battalion commander. We were a detached battalion of light infantry whose primary mission was the security of Pershing II nuclear missiles. Each company was attached to an artillery unit whose job was the missiles. Our job was keeping bad people away from them. We had a lot of questions, but there weren’t many answered during that briefing. I think they just wanted to ask again whether we objected to working with nuclear weapons or whether we’d dropped acid on the ride from Frankfurt. We spent the night in barracks that appeared occupied but were actually quite empty. 

“Who lives here?” one of us asked the Sergeant who was showing us around. 

“They’re on site.” 

“What’s site?”

“The missile site.” 

“How long do they stay up there?”

“You’ll find out.” 

We had the evening free to explore, but I was so exhausted that I passed out early. I did look around battalion headquarters a little and ask a few questions. The details were sketchy, but a guy at the chow hall explained how site rotations worked. Site was always manned by a platoon. They rotated. We carried live rounds and had deadly force authority. Our job was to keep people away from the missiles. We worked in towers and also did patrols. That’s about all I could learn. There were a couple sites manned by the companies at battalion and another one manned by a company in a different town. 

I also looked around the conference room. Around the ceiling, we had battle streamers going back to the War of 1812! Gettysburg, Antietam, Aleutian Islands...this battalion had been around. I also had a guy tell me about a murder in the battalion just a few months earlier. Some idiot saved a couple rounds from site and killed his squad leader in a battalion formation. They said he was all “Ramboed out” in camouflage and was running around acting crazy. All of the weapons were drawn for something they had going on that day. The squad leader went over and told him to “straighten up and get in formation”. The crazy guy blew his head off. He was tackled and went to prison. It was a big incident, but I don’t think the news ever made it out of the battalion. 

The next morning, Corporal Jones showed up at morning formation. He showed a piece of paper to the Sergeant Major who then called out two names. One of them was DePew, so I raised my hand. The other guy was from my OSUT class. He motioned for us to come out of formation where he introduced us to Jones. 

“Come with me,” Corporal Jones said. 

“Where are we going?”

“Don’t worry about it. Just come with me. You’re going to Charlie Company,” Jones said in a bit of a rush. He looked quite a bit older than me with thinning, curly hair and glasses. 

We then piled into another Carry-All and hit the Autobahn. As we stared out the windows at the German countryside, Jones explained that Charlie Company was detached from the rest of the battalion and that we had our own missile site called “Red Leg” or Waldheide Nuclear Weapons Storage Area. We lived in Heilbronn, FRG which was only a few miles from France. Along the way, he explained some basics like exchanging money. The exchange rate was about 2:1 Deutsche Marks to US Dollars at the time. He said it was a lot better a year or two before. It got above 3:1 for a while. He talked constantly. He was a funny guy who insisted we call him Clarence because he was short-timing it. That means he only had a few weeks left in the Army or in the unit. He was getting out or ETSing for end of term in service. The Company Commander or CO made him company courier to reward him for doing a good job during his tour. His entire job was taking guys back and forth between Heilbronn and Neu Ulm. It was a thirty or forty mile trip. It was a good gig.  

The countryside in that part of Germany was absolutely beautiful. There were a lot of rolling hills and farms. It’s a very rural area. Nearly every piece of property had a vineyard. Once in a while we’d see an old manor or castle on the top of a hill. It’s a large wine producing area in the southwest part of Germany near France. We passed through small towns with meandering, narrow streets and ancient buildings. Once in a while, we would have to wait for a farmer with an ox and cart to cross the street. Sometimes, Clarence could open it up on the Autobahn. 

We finally made our way to our town. Heilbronn is an industrial town that had a population of roughly 110,000 when I lived there. It sits on the Neckar River a few miles downstream from Heidelberg. Like most of Germany, the bulk of the town struck me as extremely clean. I never saw litter. A lot of the buildings were recently built on the Marshall Plan because most of the town was destroyed in World War II. Heilbronn had just enough of the old buildings to get a feel for how archaic it was. There was a very large cathedral in the center of town that dated to around 1500. It had scaffolding all over it when I saw it that day because they were doing a renovation. I could still see the gargoyles around the spire. We passed by a huge shopping district downtown near the cathedral. 

Clarence checked us in with the CQ who opened the supply room to issue our linens. He told us we’d get the rest of our equipment the next day. We picked out an empty bed from the rows of beds. Our home was a very small post named Badenerhof Kaserne normally called BK, but the majority of the soldiers in Heilbronn lived on two other posts. Wharton Barracks on the other side of town is where most of the military services for Heilbronn were. It was the biggest. There was also a Kaserne named AK or Artillery Kaserne. Our actual barracks were huge four-story high Wehrmacht barracks, which were closed because they were in the process of being remodeled. They were also covered with scaffolding when I first saw them. For the time being, we were in temporary barracks that looked like big, brown, double- wide mobile homes. We were in open bays with rows of double bunks and lockers. Most guys had just about all of their private belongings in storage at that time. The temporary barracks were only big enough to hold a couple platoons, but it worked out all right. We never had the entire company in the barracks, anyway. One platoon was always on site and part of a second platoon was on site with them. It took more people than we had in one platoon to perform all of the duties. I was assigned to 2nd Squad of 2nd Platoon. Our support platoon was 4th Platoon. 

The only amenities we had on BK were a mess hall with a library downstairs, a tiny PX, a tiny barber shop with a cleaner next door, and a tiny Enlisted Men’s club. I guess it was an all ranks club because it was the only one we had. We shared BK with a couple batteries of “missile maggots” or Pershing missile crews to be more polite. There were only six or eight barracks buildings. It was a nice Kaserne. It had a small town feel. There was an area at the far end below our barracks with a barbecue pit and some picnic tables. Our motor pool was near the back of BK right behind the gym on the left. Even though we were light infantry, we had 2 ½ ton or “deuce and a half” trucks and jeeps to get around Germany and to keep up with the missiles when they went to the field. Light infantry means we did our fighting and most of our travelling on foot. We had a front gate right next to our barracks that was sometimes manned by a civilian German employee but was usually manned by a short-timer getting close to ETS. His job was to check IDs. It took about fifteen minutes to walk the entire perimeter of BK which was surrounded by a chain link fence and concertina wire. We were on the very edge of town, so there was a beautiful view of the vineyards and farmland to our rear. Across the street from the front gate was a German residential area leading up a large hill. I slept that night after a couple drinks with Clarence at the club on BK. 

The next week is a blur to me. New guys kept streaming in as replacements for old guys who were streaming out. We spent a day in the company area processing into personnel and getting issued our company gear like a protective mask and weapon. They gave me a SMLM card with a Soviet flag on one side and a number to call on the back if I saw that license plate on any vehicles. They had me sign some paperwork particular to the unit explaining that we were operating with a lot of classified material and that it was illegal to keep a journal or take any pictures of the site. We also got our ration cards which allowed us to buy cigarettes and liquor in the Post Exchange or Class VI liquor store over at Wharton. We spent a day at Wharton processing into medical and getting our TA-50 gear issued. I opened a bank account at Wharton so I could use the ATM there. We got a lot of gear. 

“What’s this?” I lifted a twenty pound, camouflage vest. I’d never seen one before. 

“It’s your flack vest. You’ll be spending most of your time here wearing it. I’d get an extra one when you can,” Jones answered as patiently as he could. 

“How do I get an extra one?” 

“A lot of old timers have one or two extra. Check with them when they’re leaving and maybe they’ll pass it on to you or sell it to you. I’d give you mine, but I already gave it to somebody. You want an extra one because they get so dirty around the neck that it’s hard to clear when you leave. If you get a chance, get one of those OD green ones from Vietnam. They’re a lot more comfortable. We still have a few of them floating around. You might find an extra in the field, also.” 

“What does that mean? 

“Sometimes when you’re aggressing a unit, you might find some gear lying around. People are real careless with their gear. That’s where we got most of the extra vests,” he laughed.  

“What are these?” 

“They’re over-whites. You use them for camouflage in the snow. Actually, you won’t use them. Just keep them clean to turn in when you clear. The same goes for the Mickey Mouse boots,” he said as he lifted a large, black pair of rubber boots. “They’re too hot to wear. Just keep them clean.” 

“You ought to buy an extra pistol belt, too. Our uniform in this unit is with a pistol belt. Don’t ask me why. It’s a really spit and polished unit. I guess it’s because we’re so high profile. Before you even ask me, those ugly yellow sweats are your PT uniform. We call them the ‘banana suit’. Make sure you report every morning in it because we always do PT. Anyway, pack that shit up. We’re going out,” he declared as he stuffed my gear back into the duffel bags. 

Jones took me out every night for the first week. I guess he wanted to pass on his wisdom before leaving for the States. Our first stop was a small Gasthaus down the street from BK. In Germany, a Gasthaus is a little restaurant. We called it Tillie’s, but I never knew its real name. An older, heavyset German woman always greeted us at the door. For only two Marks, she would make the best ham sandwich in the world. They baked the bread and cured the ham there. She’d slice the bread thin on a meat slicer and lay it out on a piece of butcher paper. The next step was to slather German mayonnaise on both pieces of bread. Then she’d slice Swiss cheese and ham paper thin and pile it on in layers. The final step was to cut the sandwich in half, wrap it in butcher paper, and secure it with freezer tape. After a minute in the microwave, it was heaven. Everybody on BK loved Tillie’s ham sandwiches. 

Our first night stop was Uncle Sam’s. It was a big bar filled with Americans mostly. Sam’s was probably a half-hour or forty-five minute walk from BK. It was a typical GI bar with a lot of smoke and trashy women. It held around a hundred people and was shoulder to shoulder most nights. 

“This is our bar,” Jones instructed. “Almost every GI in here is 2/4. Up the street is the engineer bar. It’s about two blocks down and up on the left. Stay away from that street. If we get caught in there, we’ll probably get hurt. Of course, if an engineer gets caught in here they’ll get hurt worse...” I saw a smile creep across his face as he trailed off the threat staring into his swirling beer.

“What’s wrong with engineers?” 

“We don’t like them.”

“Why?” 

“Who knows? I just know we fight with them every chance we get. Some things just are. It goes back as far as anybody knows,” he shrugged. 

I guess if we didn’t have bad guys to fight, we might as well fight each other. It’s what Infantrymen do. We fight. 

“You should also watch that Turk with the big moustache over there...the big guy by the bathroom selling flowers. He’s CID.” 

“What’s that?” 

“They investigate things. Mostly, he’ll try to sell you hash. Don’t buy it or you’ll end up in Mannheim.” Mannheim is the town with the military prison for USAREUR or US Army Europe. 

“What’s hash?”

“Hashish! Where did you come from? It’s like weed only ten times stronger. Our unit had a big controversy a couple years ago when a German paper did an expose about how out of control we were with rampant drug use and violence against German civilians. It was a big deal. Anyway, don’t buy his hash. I hear it’s better in the park across town anyway,” and he laughed again. 

“Who’s that blonde?” 

“She works here. Her name is Elise. She serves drinks and nothing else. Don’t even try.” 

“It doesn’t hurt to ask,” and it was my turn to laugh. 

Our next stop was a little place called Trankes. It was way across town in the Turkish part of town. That part of town was extremely strange. Parts of it were still bombed out from the war. The best way to describe it in the mid-1980s is the slums. It was populated mostly by Turks. Some of the buildings were half-collapsed with no roof and had entire families living in them. There were also a lot of street gangs, and it could be dangerous. Trankes sat on top of a huge underground shopping center with a parking garage that emptied out into the street. That always made me nervous at night. It was between the bar and the taxi stand, though. 

At the bottom of the escalator to the right was a Turkish sandwich place called Kabob that stayed open all night. They’d slice lamb meat paper thin right in front of you as it spun around on a large, metal spike and pile it on a freshly sliced bun. You could smell the kabobs from the street. It was a great place to go after a long night at Trankes. I don’t know how those sandwiches tasted sober, but they were delicious at three a.m.! They also sold Raki which was a white-colored liquor that tasted like black licorice. I heard it had opiates in it. I don’t know if that was true or not. I do know it made you numb as it went down. I hate black licorice, but I’d still have a shot of Raki once in a while. It was tradition. There was a huge arcade down the escalator to the left across from the Kabob place. They had all kinds of video games that weren’t available in the States. They probably had a hundred pool tables that were the nicest tables I ever played. 

Right next door to Trankes was a peep show. For a Mark or two, a little window would pop open and a naked lady would dance. Clarence bought a show for me on that first night, but I never went back in. It was creepy. They also had a Sex Shop in that same place with any perversion your heart might desire. Germans really love their Sex Shops. 

Trankes was a fun bar. It stayed open really late, or I should say early, and there were always a lot of young ladies looking for some fun. It had a good mix of civilians and GIs. Many Americans were scared to go into that neighborhood, so the ones who were willing usually did better with the women. It wasn’t real large, but the music was loud. I had a lot of good nights at that place. 

One night, Clarence took me to a better part of town near the Neckar River. He told me, “I’m going to show you where Alstadt’s is. We can’t go in because it’s only for members. It’s a nice place. I already turned in my card, and I don’t really want to go back. There might be some women I don’t want to see right now. It’s a good time, though. You’ll have to have somebody sign you in until they get to know you.” 

Alstadt’s was an underground bar right across the street from a bridge over the Neckar. They had huge bouncers at the door which was unusual for a German bar. It wasn’t really a bar. I guess you’d call it a disco. The German’s actually did call it a disco. It said “Alstadt’s Disco” above the door. 

“I thought disco died about five years ago?” I questioned. 

Jones just laughed and said, “Nobody told the Germans. It’s not like in the States with leisure suits and cocaine. They play mostly rock. They just call all dance clubs discos.” 

I could see women streaming in and out of that mysterious door, and I knew it was a place I’d visit again. 

On Friday night, Jones told me to dress in my best jeans and boots. I asked where we were going, and he said, “Rodeo Club.” 

“We have a rodeo club in Germany?” 

“Damn right we do. We meet every Friday night. You going?” 

“Of course I am!” 

We walked across town to Wharton Barracks then straight down the street from the gate to the large EM club in the back to the right. I saw a sign above the door that said Top Five. As soon as we walked in, I smelled smoke and stale beer. I also heard the band playing Texas swing. Couples were two stepping across the floor. I found my new home. There was actually a honky-tonk in Germany! It made me feel like I was back on Broadway in Nashville. Jones introduced me to the members of Heilbronn’s Rodeo Club. It included a guy named Tim who worked over at AK. He was a former pro rodeo rider from northern California whose family owned a big horse ranch. He rode saddle bronc. His plan was to return to pro rodeo when he got out of the Army, and he still had his PRCA card active. A female E-4 from personnel who worked at Wharton was there with her husband. He was one of the only male dependants I knew in Heilbronn. That guy had long hair, a great big moustache, and a Texas drawl that would make you fall off your chair. He also had the biggest hat I’d ever seen. He was a bull rider. Most of the rest of the club was made up of guys from my unit. My platoon was still on site, so it was mostly guys from Headquarters and 1st and 3rd Platoons. Our First Sergeant was a member, but he wasn’t there that night. I think he was up at battalion for something.  

All of the EM or NCO clubs I went to in Germany had slot machines. A beer cost ninety-five cents, so I’d always go try my last nickel in a nickel slot machine. I think a mixed drink cost $1.50, so that gave me a couple shots in the quarter machine. Once in a while, I’d win my drinks for the rest of the night. Normally it just went to the house. 

“Meet my replacement, Jeff Patterson.” Jones said as he pointed to a tall, slender guy with a big, brown Stetson and starched Wranglers. 

“Hi, Corporal. I’m happy to meet you.” 

“Knock off that Corporal shit. I’m short. Just call me Jeff.” 

“You got it.” 

Patterson was president of the rodeo club. He also had an absolutely gorgeous wife he called “Miss Lisa”. He introduced her to me that way. She liked to flirt a lot, but it was obvious that they got along great. He was a pretty good bareback rider who came from Broken Arrow, Oklahoma. I heard he rode some on the pro circuit before he joined the Army, and he rode every chance he got in Germany. All he talked about when I knew him was getting back to his ranch. He spent a few months as the company courier. I even managed to steal a few dances with Miss Lisa from time to time...with Jeff’s permission, of course. He was a good guy who was always smiling. After a few meetings, I became the proud owner of an ERCA (European Rodeo Cowboy Association) card which allowed me to ride in the German rodeos even though I never got a chance. Soon I’d be working every time they held one. It was still nice to have the card and know I could if the timing was right. I eventually started starching my jeans like everybody else for Rodeo Club meetings. 
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It was during this period of limbo that I met many of my best friends in the unit. People who get to a unit at the same time have a special bond. There’s something about sharing a tour. A day or two after me, a black guy the same age as me showed up. His name was Neil Fondren. He was a PV1 “slick sleeves” just like me. He was extremely quiet and funny. We hit it off right away. He was from a small town in Kentucky. About the same time, PV1 Rob Cooper showed up. He was from Virginia and had lived in Australia as a kid. He loved photography and music and had a girlfriend from high school in the States. Her name was Lisa. He was going to marry her when his two year enlistment was up. 

Within a few more days, a lot of other guys rolled in. PFC Jeff Shoeffield PCSd to our unit from the 101st Airborne at Fort Campbell, Kentucky. A PCS is a permanent change of station where guys change units. I think he was busted from E-4 for some alcohol related incident just before he left Campbell. He was about 5’ 8” and weighed close to 200 pounds. He worked out all the time. He could bench press over 300 pounds. His arms were huge. His home was Connecticut, and he went to college a couple years before deciding to enlist. He ended up in 3rd Squad of my platoon. We called him
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