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			BATTLING BUZZARDS GREW out of my previous book dealing with World War II, A Blood-Dimmed Tide: The Battle of the Bulge by the Men Who Fought It. In the Battle of the Bulge, the watchwords of military effectiveness, command and control, all but vanished as the Germans unleashed a strong, surprise onslaught over inhospitable terrain during the depths of winter. American forces, some of whom were inexperienced, poorly led and perhaps inadequately schooled, disintegrated. The enemy advance halted as the Allies brought to bear massive resources plus a number of what military reporters like to describe as “crack” units.

			The question of what makes one group of soldiers superior started a search for an examplar of the breed. As an infantry replacement myself, during World War II, I am keenly aware of my own deficiencies as a soldier with weaknesses due to training, personal character and motivation or lack of same. The achievements and record of the 517th Parachute Regimental Combat Team made it a vehicle for discovery of what elements form a highly effective combat unit, as well as outlining my own lacks.

			My approach in the earlier book, as in this one, has been in the nature of an oral history infused with enough narrative to furnish a context for the voices of the GIs. It is inevitable, of course, that memories may alter facts and gloss accounts with what one prefers to believe. Eyewitnesses during moments of great trauma often honestly disagree on what happened. Furthermore, the temptation to self-serve always lies in wait for the recorder of oral history. While admitting to these potential distorters, I have sought more than one source for what might be questionable.

			In presenting the material I have retained the words of the troopers as faithfully as possible. The only significant deletions are names in a few instances where one man denigrated another for behavior under fire. One man's cowardice is another's better judgment of the situation.

			Ordinarily, a book of this nature carries a list of acknowledgments by individuals. In this instance, however, the text itself indicates the contributions made by others.
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		FROM THE DARKENING mists of their memories, men who served in the armies of America during World War II may recall the nearly ineffable aura that enveloped the label of “Airborne.” To be sure, there were some tangible trappings to envy or relish. Highly burnished leather boots and a silver badge marked a “trooper”—even that designation distinguished him from the common “soldier.” Only fliers and the tiny elite Ranger units competed in glamour.

		While recognizing the glory attached to parachutists, some with long military experience, as well as raw draftees, perceived them as harboring a death wish. More sensible people hesitated to hurl themselves from an altitude of several thousand feet, dependent only upon yards of silk or nylon to prevent a fatal plunge. While troopers drifted helplessly towards the ground, unable to unlimber their weapons, the enemy could slaughter them.

		Still, the airborne never lacked recruits. Mel Trenary was one. “I volunteered for the paratroopers because I wanted to prove to myself that I had the ability to build my body into something worthwhile and at the same time I could do something that the average person wouldn't want to do.

		“My first jump was a surprise. We put on our chutes, sat on benches until finally we walked to the plane. The harness was so tight I could hardly stand up straight. As the last person on board, I sat right next to the door, looking out. This was my first time in an airplane and I was fascinated. It was hard to believe, at that time, that a heavy machine like this could go up into the air. I had, of course, seen planes but it was different being inside one as it went up.

		“They had trained me right. It was all automatic. When the red light went on, I got up and stood at the door. I didn't look down, but I could see the horizon because of the plane's movements. When the green light came on, I felt a tap on my leg and I jumped out, just like they had taught me. I had my eyes closed, but I could feel my body going upside down. When the chute opened, it flipped me right side up and I knew everything was working right. I opened my eyes and watched others come out of the plane.

		“I was the first one out and I had felt that if I didn't go then some of the others might chicken out. Later, one of the guys told me that as he saw me get ready by the door, he thought, if Trenary can do it, so can I.”

		Mel Trenary served his country as part of the 517th Parachute Regimental Combat Team. The outfit began its thirty-three-month life in March of 1943 as an element in the 17th Airborne Division. Eventually nicknamed “The Battling Buzzards,” because of a singular emblem displaying an irate vulture against a parachute backdrop with appropriate numerals, the 517th went to war as a regimental combat team little more than a year later. It fought through five campaigns in Europe, collecting more than 1,500 Purple Hearts for wounds, and earned a multitude of medals.

		From its roster the 517th produced eight general officers, including a pair who began as eighteen-year-old, lowly privates. Further evidence of the organization's elan lies in the many who chose to make a career of the army after V-E Day. Unlike most men who considered military life onerous, the parachute combat team, in spite of its grim months of combat, gave these soldiers a home.

		Kinfolks of the 517th during World War II, like the 17th, 82nd and 101st Airborne Divisions in Europe, as well as the 6th and 11th Airborne Divisions in the South Pacific, fought bravely and effectively, but there were some unique features to the 517th which gave it a special quality and therein lie some truths about military effectiveness and military elites.

		Commanders of great military organizations yearn for fighting forces that surpass the efforts of the ordinary soldiers although some of the very qualities that invest crack troops with super power create conflicts. In the U.S. even before Pearl Harbor, while the notion of airborne units barely existed beyond the paper stage, U.S. paratroopers already bore the status and the stigma almost inevitably stamped on an elite outfit.

		James M. Gavin, who led four combat jumps in Europe and finished the war as commanding general of the 82nd Airborne Division, was part of the tiny group that created the paratrooper role. “We had an idea. We wanted to tell these guys that they were the most capable guys on earth. And when they land, it doesn't matter who they meet; they can really lick them under any circumstances. And any parachute squad is worth a platoon of anybody else. We wanted these guys to find out that there's nothing too good for them; no bed too soft, no food too good, no conditions too good for them to live. But, by God, when combat comes, then there's not too much to ask from them. We really expected to ask anything of them and we expected them to come through.

		“We tried to give a whole dimension of how to train human beings and how to get them committed, dedicated and believing in what they were doing and how to make them very combat effective, consistent with trying to find the kind of leadership that could lead these guys. You had to be as good at anything as they, and often better, and be willing to do anything you asked them to do.”

		In fact, the airborne units carrying American colors into battle during World War II fielded superior soldiers and officers. In the U.S. Army, no other form of fighting man, with the possible exception of the Rangers, earned such well deserved praise. The 517th exemplified the training, spirit and record of paratroopers.

		The parachute itself wasn't that new: Leonardo da Vinci, along with his designs for manned flight, in his fifteenth century Codex Atlanticus, noted the possibility for safe passage from the skies. “If a man have a tent of linen of which the apertures have all been stopped up … he will be able to throw himself down from any great height without sustaining any injury.” Alongside of his comment, da Vinci sketched four triangular panels jointed at the top from which a human figure dangled.

		The concept languished until the hot air balloon of the eighteenth century lifted humans above the earth. In 1785, French balloonist Jean-Pierre Blanchard put together a crude approximation of the device designed by da Vinci. However, rather than experiment with his own person, M. Blanchard bestowed the honor for the first parachute descent on his dog. Carnival and circus gasbag shows, forced by audiences to add more derring-do, first employed trapeze-type aerialists and then finally added the ultimate thrill, parachutists. Indeed, when baseball magnate Albert Goodwill Spalding collected a gang of all-star players for a round-the-world tour in 1888, he hired one “Professor Bartholomew” to add some show biz with a balloon ascent, trapeze act and climax of a parachute leap. Unfortunately, during one performance, the Professor bounced off a building cornice in Australia, forcing Spalding to leave Bartholomew in a hospital for repairs.

		During World War I, only the Germans, in the waning days of the fighting, equipped some of their pilots with parachutes although both sides outfitted the balloon-borne observers with chutes. However, in October 1918, Col. Billy Mitchell, chief of the American Expeditionary Forces airmen, approached Gen. John “Black Jack” Pershing, the U.S. commander in France, with a daring plan.

		“… he should assign one of the infantry divisions permanently to the Air Service … we should arm the men with a great number of machine guns and train them to go over the front in our large airplanes which would carry ten or fifteen of these soldiers. We would equip each man with a parachute, so that when we desired to make a rear attack on the enemy, we could carry these men over the lines and drop them off in parachutes behind the German position.”

		Before any serious discussion of the tactic, the November armistice quashed further consideration. Still, under Mitchell's prodding, shortly after hostilities ended, a standard, practical parachute was developed for use at least by pilots.

		During the 1930s, Soviet, French and Italian forces embarked on parachute programs in varying degrees. Nazi Germany, forbidden to rearm by the Versailles Treaty, sponsored glider clubs whose craft showed an obvious potential in warfare and secretly started to build a paratroop corps.

		The notion of airborne fighting men, “a sword of silk” in the rhetoric of one advocate, languished in the U.S. But in 1939, Gen. George Catlett Marshall, U.S. Army Chief of Staff, enlightened by intelligence reports of the European interest in airborne and parachute soldiers, ordered a feasibility study. The hastily done research, while it supported an experimental program to develop infantry traveling by air, remarked that combat groups dropped behind enemy lines could well be on suicide missions.

		Not until fighting broke out in Europe was there an American effort to create paratroop units. The entire project received a boost with the news of the German successes, using parachutists to overwhelm the Netherlands and Belgium on the way to overrunning France in the spring of 1940. On June 25 of that year, the very day the French admitted their defeat to Adolf Hitler in the same railroad car that witnessed the German surrender in 1918, the commandant at Fort Benning, Georgia, received orders for a platoon of recruits to undergo parachute training.

		In 1940, jumping out of an airplane, in spite of Leonardo da Vinci's theoretical assurance that given enough canopy one could throw oneself down from a great height without fear of injury, seemed a highly dangerous business. The offhand suggestion by those who first investigated the tactics that their roles could become kamikaze style missions added to the sense of risk.

		Sensitive perhaps to excessive demands upon men while the country was not yet at war, the brass decided that no one should be forced to be a paratrooper. Those first candidates for the new type of soldier were thus asked to break the cliche First Commandment of the enlisted man, “Never volunteer!” The tradition, begun in 1940, has served as standard procedure for assignment to airborne forces ever since.

		Those in charge of those first volunteers screened for both attitude and athletic ability. It seemed obvious that the physical demands upon a parachutist demanded intensive conditioning. The original 1940 platoon exercised, marched and ran beyond the norm. In the absence of towers1 to learn how to cushion the impact with the ground, the would-be troopers jumped off the backs of trucks and for more advanced practice leaped off the vehicles while they were moving.

		The art of tumbling to avoid injury seemed critical. Anyone who failed to roll in the prescribed manner immediately received a critique that ended with a command of “Gimme ten!” on the basis that extra pushups cured carelessness. Well before behavioral scientists publicly proclaimed the virtues of “aversive training,” those running the infant paratroop program employed punishment as a way to instill an instinctive resort to the right techniques. This system to build in automatic responses is another legacy that endured.

		Those first volunteers spent days learning how to pack their silk. Not until well into World War II did the art of parachute rigging become a responsibility of specialists while the troopers themselves concentrated on their roles as airborne fighters.

		The gear issued to the first would-be paratroopers consisted mostly of hand-me-downs. Each volunteer for that original platoon received two pairs of air corps mechanics' coveralls, a leather flying cap like those sported by World War I aces and a pair of boots with a strap across the instep designed to give support to ankles stressed by that first contact with the earth. One genuine innovation made at the very start of the program was the reserve chute carried on a man's chest. Throughout World War II, American troopers were the only ones afforded a second chance if the main chute failed to deploy. Members of the 517th would eventually see gruesome evidence of the reserve's value.

		The instructors placed great stress upon the way in which a man exited the airplane door over the drop zone. However, in a mass jump, only the first man had an opportunity to follow the manual. The rest were lucky if they went out feet first, many wound up diving head down. Any delays upon leaving the aircraft, even if counted in seconds, meant the stick of twelve to fifteen troopers would be strung out over a considerable distance, reducing effectiveness.

		After the first successful jumps of the test platoon, the brass scheduled a mass demonstration to indicate the tactical power of airborne soldiers. Several members of the platoon, on their way to the barracks after watching a Western film at the Fort Benning post theater, discussed the added dangers of such an untried maneuver. One man teased Pvt. Aubrey Eberhardt that he would be so scared he wouldn't remember his own name. Eberhardt retorted with typical bravado. In a sudden inspiration he said he would shout the name of the Indian warrior bedeviled by the U.S. cavalry in the movie. True to his word, Eberhardt, as he exited the door of the C-47 the next day, yelled, “Geronimo!”

		Although celebrated in the popular media, the invocation of Geronimo actually was a short-lived tradition. Experts soon taught men to forget about the chief and count, “One thousand, two thousand, three thousand …” and if the main chute had failed to open, it was time to yank the ripcord of the reserve. Furthermore, succeeding classes of paratroopers considered the cry juvenile. Russel Brami, a member of the 517th and who made a lifetime career of being a paratrooper, says, “I never heard anyone yell ‘Geronimo!’ We used to claim the translation of Geronimo was, ‘Who pushed me?’ The usual comment, if any, when a guy jumped was, ‘Oh, shit.’”

		The tangible morale builders for paratroopers followed soon after the graduation of these initial recruits. In January of 1941, the men received authorization to wear their boots with trouser legs tucked into the tops while in dress uniforms. The patch with the white parachute against a blue background for the soft overseas cap followed. Airborne artillery used a red backdrop. The silvery badge with the wings curving up from the base of a chute to meet the canopy added an adornment. A two-piece jumpsuit with plenty of pockets replaced the mechanics' coveralls. Redesign of the boot improved its function and style; the leather's potential for burnishing gave new meaning to spit and polish.

		Even as the American and the British enthusiasm for airborne units swelled, the German version staggered from a near fatal blow. The Nazi war machine, rushing to the rescue of its ally Benito Mussolini's Italian army floundering in its invasion of Greece, drove the British to a last-ditch defense on Crete, the largest island of the Mediterranean Sea and a strategic block to the Aegean Sea.

		Gen. Kurt Student, the German airborne commander, convinced Hitler he could conquer the British forces—mainly New Zealanders—with his glider soldiers and paratroopers descending on Crete's three major airfields. The battle demonstrated the vulnerability of such units. The initial error lay in sending gliders without being preceded by paratroopers. As the first fragile sailplanes swooped to the tarmac, the heavily entrenched defenders slaughtered the occupants almost before they could tumble from their bullet-riddled craft. When the paratroopers arrived at the airdromes the Brits wreaked heavy casualties while many invaders still hung in their harnesses. However, a handful of the airborne gained a toehold. A withdrawal by the New Zealanders due to poor communications allowed the Germans to bring up massive reinforcements. The battle tide ebbed for the British, who performed a mini-Dunkirk to rescue many of their forces.

		The victory notwithstanding, Hitler, because of the enormous casualties, lost faith in airborne assaults. Of the 13,000 jumpers and gliders, 5,140 had been killed or wounded. The cost to the Luftwaffe in planes was also horrific: 350 aircraft were destroyed, including many transports that would be desperately missed when the Nazi armies headed east into the Soviet Union.

		Both the British and the Americans, however, concentrated upon the success. They saw that a heavily defended position fell against a determined airborne operation which numbered less than half its foe. Furthermore, strategists perceived the tactical mistakes of the paratroopers and glider forces which landed directly on well-entrenched opposition rather than to their relatively weaker rear.

		The decision to build up U.S. airborne outfits received a final boost with Pearl Harbor, December 7, 1941. By the summer of 1942, airborne outfits had grown from the original platoon-size unit up to 3,000-man regiments. Now the powers at the top decided operations of full divisions were feasible and chose the 82nd and 101st Infantry Divisions to be the forerunners of the new breed.

		In the spring of 1943, with the first U.S. paratroopers already bloodied in the North Africa fighting and members of the 82nd preparing for operations in Sicily, the 17th Airborne was activated on March 15. A major component given life that day was the 517th Parachute Infantry Regiment. Also created as part of the 17th Airborne were two other units, the 460th Parachute Field Artillery and the 139th Airborne Engineer Battalion. Men from both of these would become vital elements in the 517th Parachute Combat Team. But for all of these newly formed organizations, the immediate needs were a cadre and then recruits for training.

		The system was in place but making it produce the desired product depended upon the right human touch, the leadership cited by James Gavin. For new outfits like the 517th the quality of its superior officers was a prerequisite for success. The top brass would cue the cadre and the junior leaders charged with turning the raw recruits into the kinds of fighting men envisioned by Gavin.

		
			1. Maj. William Lee, who commanded this first detachment, discovered that the makers of the grand parachute tower installed at the New York World's Fair in 1939 had a pair of towers in Hights-town, New lersey. He arranged for his unit to spend ten days at nearby Fort Dix and train on the two high platforms. Eventually, similar but higher towers were erected at the major paratroop training sites, Fort Benning and Camp Mackall, North Carolina, with a mini-size one at Toccoa.
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		CHOSEN TO COMMAND the newly formed 517th Parachute Infantry Regiment was Louis A. Walsh, Jr., a South Brooklyn boy who graduated from West Point in 1934. The first of his class to wear the silver eagles of a full colonel, Walsh graduated from one of the early airborne classes. He barely survived an accident early in his paratroop career, when his plane “ran out of air,” and at 150 miles per hour rammed into some Fort Bragg tree-tops. According to Walsh, when the first rescuers reached the scene, they figured him as a candidate for the morgue, attaching a toe tag that listed, “male, about thirty.” Walsh, however, recovered from what he insisted added up to thirty-seven separate fractures.

		In 1942 he shipped out to the South Pacific as an observer with some of the first American combat soldiers, U.S. marines and army units engaging the Japanese in the brutal warfare on tropical jungle islands. Upon his return from the South Pacific, after ten weeks of on-scene research, Walsh filed an eighteen-page report with his findings. What he saw and wrote about became a kind of bible for the creation of the 517th.

		Under a section headed “Training,” Walsh wrote: “Company officers must be made to understand how important they are to their men and how suddenly this becomes true when the shooting starts. Officers that have simply been tolerated by their men previously suddenly find themselves expected to know everything on every subject by their men.”

		Walsh referred to several instances of officer blunders which might have been avoided either through improved screening of the commanders or better guidance … “Corrections and instruction must be continuous but the battlefield is not the place to start.”

		When Walsh received his command of the newly activated 517th Parachute Regiment, he practiced as he preached. His officers were expected to lead their men in their activities, rather than watch them. Those who would not or could not meet these standards transferred out.

		His memorandum noted: “Men must be exposed to prolonged hardships without food, water and conveniences. All maneuvers must be two-sided and the value of blank ammunition in training cannot be overemphasized. Troops must learn night sounds, animal noises, not to disclose their position, where to sleep, when to sleep—how to protect themselves from men, insects and nature; the simplest of sanitary hygiene measures and water discipline, and they must learn these things in addition to a thorough knowledge of all their weapons and how to employ them.” These became standard lessons for his outfit.

		The colonel noticed details that might be overlooked in favor of urges for tactics and firepower. “There have been many instances where men in foxholes or slit trenches have relieved their bowels or bladders and, during a lull, moved to a new position. Later, during a bombing or shelling some other person has thrown himself in the same hole and found it despoiled. He has then jumped out ‘cussing’ his predecessor only to be killed …” He commented to his subordinates that the Marines had been deficient in instructing their men on the vital matter of field sanitation.

		He iterated his fealty to the Queen of Battles, the infantry. “It is … essential that every man in every type of organization be trained basically as an infantryman before he receives his specialized training as a field artilleryman, quartermaster, mechanic, etc… . Further, it is not sufficient that each man in the unit be trained with one weapon. He must be proficient in all weapons with which his unit is armed.”

		Walsh lectured on the need for weapons discipline, noting the high casualties from trigger-happy soldiers. He dwelt on tactics, citing instances where failure to move up immediately after the softening up from an artillery barrage allowed the enemy to regroup and inflict heavy damage.

		He made a particular point of the need to weed out the incompetents or emotionally unfit with a quotation from a marine officer. “About ten percent of a unit do all the fighting and will never cause you any trouble—they are the backbone. About eighty percent are half-trained, scared to death and waiting to see what someone else is going to do. The other ten percent never were and never will be any good.”

		Before the first recruits came to Toccoa, Walsh determined to build what he called “a will to win” into his regiment. He intensified efforts to shift the percentages drastically toward the portion of troops prepared to fight without waiting to see what others did. He intended not to have anyone in the last, and useless, ten percent category.

		When the troopers of the 517th qualified on target ranges with their assigned weapons, Walsh initially demanded that every man achieve the top designation of “expert” with his piece and, in keeping with his belief that all should be familiar with other armament, required the next highest rating of “sharp-shooter” with a second weapon and the minimum of “marksman” with the crew-served guns and mortars. Weeks of instruction and practice still left a number of “bolos”—the contemptuous term originated during the Philippine insurrection where those who couldn't qualify with a rifle were relegated to the machete or bolo—confined to the ranges, trying to improve their aim. Eventually, men who otherwise seemed assets rejoined their comrades even though their range scores fell below Walsh's standards.

		Walsh appears to have combined some of the qualities described by Gavin along with the more conventional attitudes of a 1930s West Point product, including a tendency to bombast. Even though the U.S. was now at war, Walsh clung to some ancient prerogatives. He was a devout believer in spit and polish. Obsessed with his own appearance, Walsh, according to 1st Battalion-surgeon Ben Sullivan, insisted on wearing a very narrow boot that inflicted a case of trench foot during Tennessee maneuvers.

		Capt. Herbert Bowlby, who carried himself with the stiffness of the drill fields of West Point, showed up in a floppy airborne cap and a riding crop, carry-over from his cavalry background. Walsh chewed him out. Walsh demanded his officers receive permission to marry and anyone who broke the rule could expect a transfer. Under Walsh's stewardship, about half of the captains, lieutenants and noncoms originally assigned to the 517th as cadre did not survive the training period. Junior officers and enlisted men regarded him as a strict disciplinarian and, well out of official earshot, GIs referred to him as “Cockatoo Lou.”

		Along with his zeal for militarily correct appearance and behavior, Walsh installed an intensive regimen bent on developing physical strength and infantry tactics. Immediately after reveille, the entire outfit, from colonel to newest rookie, broke into a trot for a two-mile, in step and in formation, run around the camp. In the afternoons, following lectures and field exercises, the men usually formed up for the assault on the outstanding topographical feature of Toccoa, Mt. Currahee, in the mountains of northeastern Georgia, about three and a half miles from the huts housing the 517th. Walsh and the others, incidentally, drew inspiration from the supposed Indian meaning of Curahee—“stands alone.”

		For all of his apparent stiffness, Walsh recognized the value of distinctly nonregulation morale builders. Lt. John “Tiger” Rohr, who insisted his civilian occupation had been con man and frequently demonstrated the skills of that profession while a soldier, decided B Company lacked spirit. He prevailed upon the St. Louis zoo to supply the 1st Battalion with a lion cub as a mascot. Walsh tolerated the presence of the beast, its destruction of mattresses and pillows and general threat to the health of its handlers, until it scored its first casualty. When a group of officers, led by 1st Battalion commander Maj. William J. Boyle, decided to drive into town for a celebratory party, someone thought the mascot should accompany the group. Apparently unhappy with its car ride, the cub swung a paw in the direction of Boyle, raking him across the head. On the following morning, Boyle showed up at the rifle range with his steel helmet perched high upon a turbanlike bandage. Walsh learned the source of the damage and suckered the 515th Parachute Infantry into accepting a gift of a mascot.

		In fact, the party at which Boyle incurred his wounds was part of the paratrooper tradition, the Prop Blast. In December of 1940, a group of paratroop officers, with their wives in attendance, concocted a drink consisting of vodka (for strength), champagne (to add sparkle) and sugared lemon juice (for potability). In theory, the kick from the mixture was to stimulate the shock of the prop wash on leaping from a plane. The audience would count “One thousand, two thousand, three thousand …” as the celebrant chug-a-lugged the drink. Then, while leaping off a table, he shouted the first things that came to his mind.

		At the initial Prop Blast, during the infancy of the airborne forces, Lt. Carl Buechner provided the casing from a 75 mm shell with handles manufactured from rip cord handles. Later, the names of the thirteen officers on hand were engraved on the chalice which became known as “Miley's Mug” in honor of the major who commanded the first paratroop battalion formed.

		Prop Blasts became a favored recreation among paratroop units which soon had their own mugs—“Gavin Goblet,” “The Sink Grail” [for Robert O. Sink] and in the 517th, the “Walsh Wassail.” The last bore an inscription: “The metal pieces on this cup were taken from the parachute of a dead Jap on Guadalcanal and presented to this regiment upon its activation, March 15, 1943, by Lt. Col. Louis A. Walsh, Jr., its first CO.”

		When it came to matters that involved the mustering of his forces, Walsh even attempted to enlist the support of the loved ones back home. Before his men went on leave he dispatched a form letter to parents or wives: “Your is a member of my Regiment. As his Regi mental commander, I want to take this means of telling you of his progress and my responsibility to you and to him. I am charged with his spiritual and moral welfare, his health, his preparation for combat and finally his suc cessful completion of his battle mission.” [There is not much evidence of Walsh's actual concern with the first of these enumerated responsibilities but undoubtedly they made good reading to the civilians at home.]

		Walsh then slathered his missive with flattery. “You have much of which to be proud. He, like all other men of the Five Seventeen, was carefully selected for his intelligence, physique and fighting heart. Ours is the Army's only volunteer unit… . He by his diligence and aptitude is, today, not only a qualified parachutist but a ruggedly trained, outstanding soldier.”

		Now Walsh skillfully sought to prevent the natural inclination of many soldiers to extend their time at home. “It means much for him to be with you. I ask your help to help him. His time is limited and all means of travel are restricted. He is due to report back for duty on the date indicated on his furlough and it is my sincere hope that you will see him off on time and with a feeling of confidence in those he leaves behind. He is going to war that you may be safe. Write to him often and cheerfully… . know that I live for no purpose but to win our war and bring him home to you, stronger and sounder than he is today.”

		The battalion commanders under Walsh also penned notes of this nature. Men did go AWOL but no one can accuse Walsh of not having used all means available to reduce such actions.

		Walsh's three immediate subordinates, the battalion commanders, were strikingly different individuals but, like Walsh, they brought similar convictions on the way to building a superior fighting force. Col. Robert O. Sink of the 506th Parachute Regiment, a friend of Walsh's, dispatched the loser in the tangle with the lion cub, another Brooklyn boy, Maj. William J. Boyle, a 1939 graduate of the Military Academy and twenty-six years old when he reported to Toccoa.

		Despite their similar backgrounds, Walsh and Boyle on the surface seemed almost incompatible. Boyle grew up in one of Brooklyn's less affluent neighborhoods. The sports and games consisted mainly of punchball and stickball on the streets, with an occasional sandlot football game at the Parade Grounds of Prospect Park. The parochial schools he attended offered little in the way of athletic facilites. “St. Augustine's on Park Place between 5 th and 6th Avenues had a very small gym, barely enough for a basketball court and a one-wall handball court. In my senior year I lettered in cross-country and track. I was probably better than average in sports but not exceptional.”

		He secured an appointment to West Point, not because of a childhood dream of a military career, but because it was an opportunity for higher education which otherwise seemed unlikely. Not studious in high school, he managed good grades on all exams.

		“Prior to West Point, physical fitness was incidental in my life. I did not know how to swim and from my high school experience I recognized no piece of gym apparatus beyond a climbing rope. In my plebe year I was on corrective exercises in swimming and gymnastics. However, I had the highest score in my company in the five track-and-field events. Nevertheless, when I volunteered for the parachute duty I was behind the others in arm strength. I didn't reach par until I started serving with the 506th Parachute Regiment.”

		As 1st Battalion CO, under Walsh's direction, Boyle personally interviewed the recruits. “The one question that I always asked was, ‘Why do you want to be a parachutist?’ The stock answer was, ‘Because they are the best.’ My second question would follow up: ‘What makes them the best?’ That's where the answers might be interesting. It was necessary to hear what was not said as well as what was expressed. My questions would then vary according to the responses but they were all designed to tell me about physical fortitude or guts, mental determination or guts.

		“When they came to us they were given a physical and the AGCT [an intelligence test used by the U.S. Army]. The regimental policy was that standards set for physical qualification would be strictly enforced and no one who scored below 90 on the AGCT would be accepted. [Minimum for an applicant to Officer Candidate School was 110.] Policy, however, is a guide, not an absolute law. The surgeon would make known his opinion on marginal cases and let them come to me. The officer in charge of recruits would also inform me of individuals who barely missed the 90 score. These people would be questioned at greater length.

		“My approach may have reflected the fact that I had serious discussions with the assistant surgeon of the 506th when I checked in there. I had suffered a fractured skull in 1940. It was on the record and I was questioned intensively about it. I had been treated for a sprained ankle a few weeks before I reported to the 506th. I had broken a finger in 1938 or ‘39 and one joint was a little misshapen. The doctor made quite a fuss over the leg and skull fracture, and while I saw his point, I gave more weight to just plain guts and resourcefulness. I accepted several marginal cases and I don't recall any failures among them.”

		Intestinal fortitude, or “guts” in Boyle's word, marked his own personality. On his very first jump while in the course for parachutists, Boyle landed hard enough to injure a knee. Two hours later, on his second effort, he damaged the other knee. The surgeon observing the drill summoned Boyle. Gritting his teeth, Boyle casually walked to the medic without a limp. “There was no way he was going to put me back.”

		Unlike his CO, Boyle admittedly was “not a spit-and-polish officer.” While a ferociously hard worker, Boyle threw himself into the roistering with equal abandon, and his apparent willingness to shed his insignia and duke it out with anyone earned him the nickname of “Wild Bill.” Indeed, one of his junior officers, Charles La Chaussee, described him as anything but the model of military primness. “Wild Bill Boyle was a large man, more than six feet. Boyle usually looked as though he had just gotten out of bed, where he'd slept in his clothes.”

		“I had opinions about discipline,” says Boyle, “but my emphasis was on combat training, combat reliability and ability to rely on one another, not spit-shined boots. I was not casual. I trained intensively and expected the same of officers and men. Truth and accuracy in one's word were essential.”

		However, he did not totally dismiss the standard forms for turning civilians into soldiers. “Saluting is an exchange of greetings; the subordinate acknowledges the authority of the senior. Grooming in garrison should be neat. Close order drill is a disciplinary exercise designed to get us in the habit of obeying orders without question. These are necessary but they must be kept in perspective. One should hardly expect a man to look as if he is going to a dance when he is living out of a knapsack in the field.” He eschewed the sort of petty tyranny known and loathed by all enlisted men under the label of “chicken shit.”

		A former company commander of his, Carl Herndon, had inculcated in Boyle the maxim, “You take care of the men and they will take care of you.” If anything, Boyle seems to have taken extraordinary pains to know his men. John Forrest, a trooper who would earn a battlefield commission in France, remembers, “He learned our names very quickly and could recognize some of us even in the dark. On one occasion, during a night exercise, a soldier silhouetted himself against the moonlight on a ridge. Boyle yelled, ‘Dammit, Stallins, get off that ridge!’ I was nearby and Red Stallins was a close friend of mine but I could not have recognized that it was him on the ridge. The episode gave me the impression that Boyle had an uncanny extrasensory power exceeding anything I had ever known.”

		Forrest was also present on an occasion when Boyle exerted his own unique form of discipline. “We had a rash of AWOLs at Camp Mackall. To cure the problem, all officers and noncoms were restricted if they had AWOL soldiers in their command. Two men from my company, George Talarico and Dick Larson, returned from being AWOL. Boyle had me bring them to his office. He chewed them out and then chewed them out some more. Finally, he challenged, ‘Do either of you think you can kick my ass?’ (A formidable task for anyone and certainly impossible for me even though I stood 6'3” and weighed more than 200 pounds.)

		“Talarico affected a cherubic look and said, ‘Colonel Boyle, I know I can't but Larson thinks he can.’ Larson's hair almost stood on end. ‘Shut up, Talarico! Do you want to get me killed?’ Boyle burst out laughing.”

		Phil Di Stanislao, a recruit serving with Boyle's A Company, remembered a jump in North Carolina where immediately after he struck the ground, he looked up and saw a (Z-A7 dropping men from only a few hundred feet above ground. “You had time for maybe one oscillation to control your chute and then you landed,” says Di Stanislao. He saw Bill Boyle come down nearby and immediately board a jeep. “Word was that Boyle got to the airstrip just when that plane landed. He then beat hell out of the pilot for jeopardizing the safety of the men.” Whether or not this actually occurred, Boyle's soldiers regarded him as a commander who held their interests closest to his heart and was not shy of using his fists on their behalf. Yet, by his own evaluation, although he joined the revelries of Prop Blasts, Boyle considered himself an introvert. And in truth, he rarely opened up on his feelings to his comrades.

		From Bob Sink, one of the most effective leaders during World War II, Boyle drew the conviction that leadership through example inspires troops. When one of Boyle's captains demurred at the prospect of soldiers toting machine guns during speed marches, Boyle instantly seized the opportunity to make a point. “I ordered him to have a machine gun at his formation for the speed march that afternoon. I arrived with full individual equipment one minute early, and picked up the machine gun. I traveled beside this company commander all the way. He marched faster than usual, five miles in fifty minutes. I carried the machine gun the full distance. When he dismissed the company, I threw the machine gun at him, saying, ‘Don't ever tell me anything is impossible again.’

		“That demonstrates the best way to imbue troops with the proper spirit. Let them know you can and will do everything that you ask them to do, and the best way to get that across is to let the men see you do it, not just tell them.” Boyle thus encapsulated the philosophy of Gavin.

		He did not lecture his junior officers on this idea, being content to have them also learn by example. “When the men ran up Currahee, they ran in companies. I would usually start after the last company and run past them. One day I ran by and found two newly assigned officers lagging behind their company. I spoke to them both, arranged a schedule and progress for them so they would be able to run with their units.

		“Colonel Walsh made it easy for me in this area. He decreed that no officer would do administrative duties or be in his office at any time that his troops were training. That made it simple to avoid being distracted from training.”

		Unlike many organizations, when in the field, the 517th officers did not mess in separate tents where enlisted men brought them their food. Instead, the commissioned personnel were expected to take a position at the ends of the chow lines.

		“Boyle,” wrote his subordinate, Capt. Charles La Chaussee, “was completely honest and painfully direct. The men of the battalion loved him and would cheerfully have followed him into hell. His officers trod very warily in his presence [La Chaussee himself withered under Boyle's glower on more than one occasion] and only God could help the captain or lieutenant who tried to be less than honest with him.”

		On one occasion, Lou Walsh summoned Boyle and demanded the name of the person responsible for some wrongful activity. Says Boyle, “I answered, ‘I am.’ Walsh acknowledged, ‘I know you as CO are responsible but who actually did it?’ I knew the guilty party was an NCO and when I first learned of the problem I had spoken to the company commander, told him to straighten it out and let me know when it was corrected. That had been done. Now as Walsh kept asking me who did it, I continued to reply that I was responsible. Finally, he accepted my approach, that my subordinates were my problem, not his, and if he had a complaint it was with me. I think the men knew my attitude and they knew that my loyalty to them was every bit as great as what I asked of them.”

		In another instance, Boyle dismissed a company commander. “Colonel Walsh asked why I did not consult him and I replied, ‘I didn't need to.’ He then inquired, ‘Suppose I did not agree?’ I responded, ‘Sir, then you will need to relieve me.’ “

		Walsh obviously had great confidence in Boyle. One day, after a general criticized a problem run by Boyle's battalion, Boyle “gave Walsh a piece of my mind over the remarks.” Walsh, furious already because a unit of his command had been censured, in his frustration, turned on his subordinate and chewed Boyle out. Subsequently, Boyle learned that Walsh, later that same day, had submitted his name for promotion to lieutenant colonel.

		Indeed, Boyle was somewhat more forgiving with his enlisted men than with his officers. He relied mainly on company punishment, through the company commanders, to handle any problems with GIs. But with officers he was sterner. He relieved one man of rank for inveigling a GI to lie for him; another got the boot because of a mixture of inefficiency and improper use of authority.

		Tough as he was on his subordinates, Boyle did not back down from what he believed when confronted by his superiors. During the invasion of Southern France his worst suspicions of an officer who put his troops at risk were confirmed and he replaced him. “After a few days, he returned and I advised him there was no place for him in my battalion. The next day the executive officer of the regiment called and said I couldn't do this. I replied simply and directly. ‘I already have.’ I was directed to see Colonel Graves [Rupert Graves had taken over the 517th from Lou Walsh]. Graves said he was sending the officer back to me. I said he should not do this. In fact, I said I'd shoot him when I got a chance. I doubt I would have if Graves had put me to the test but I did say it. When I told Graves I would rather shoot the man than lose a hundred or more killed because of his stupidity, Graves relented.”

		Although the episode with the lion cub indicates Boyle was an enthusiastic participant in Prop Blasts, in retrospect and perhaps with the sensitivities of the 1990s on alcoholic revels, he questions their function. “To some degree they may have brought officers together as a group. But as I look back, Prop Blasts were a sort of means to puff up our egos. What really brings people together is intensive training together, the bearing of hardship and discomfort together.”

		The 2nd Battalion commander came from an entirely different background than either Walsh or Boyle. Richard J. Seitz, roughly the same age as Boyle, grew up in Leavenworth, Kansas. His father owned a wholesale milk and ice cream company.

		As a grammar-school student, Seitz occasionally ran afoul of the authorities. “The nuns would crack my head. I'd run home to complain to my mother and she'd give me a belt. I weighed about ninety pounds in high school when I tried out for the basketball team but didn't make it. I did tinker with cars and I took a discarded Model T truck from the dairy and turned it into a tin lizzie I could drive.

		“My father had been the mayor of Leavenworth and was active in local and state politics. This stimulated an interest in politics and world affairs among the Seitz family. Like all Midwesterners, I was concerned about Germany and Japan. I was appalled by Hitler. I didn't have any great intellectual understanding of what was happening but, influenced by my family, I felt very strongly about the persecution of Catholics. While I was in high school, my older brother was a reserve captain and that made us even more aware of the situations with Germany and Japan.

		“I entered Kansas State and majored in Agriculture and Dairy Husbandry. Within two years I had completed my senior ROTC work, received a commission as a second lieutenant in the infantry. The students and faculty respected the military instructors. The courses were tough, with three hours of drill and three hours of class work a week, each semester, but you received only half a credit. I layed out of school to work and save enough money to finish college. Even while at KSU I had held two jobs, working at the college dairy and as a houseboy at the Chi Omega house.

		“Although I had done well in ROTC, I had no plans for a military career and only joined ROTC to have a reserve commission in the event the country became involved in a war. From my early days I had always expected to take over my father's business. Even during World War II, I intended to return to the business.”

		Whatever Dick Seitz's notions to further his education and become an entrepreneur, the world situation drastically changed his situation. In February 1940, as the United States belatedly started to rev up its military engines, he was called to active duty with the 38th Infantry in Texas. In the rapidly growing army, Seitz, still a second lieutenant, found himself a company commander, a job normally filled by a captain.

		While attending an advanced course at the Fort Benning Infantry School, Seitz saw the original Parachute Test Platoon in training. He decided to become a paratrooper. “In February of ‘41 I put in my request. My battalion commander disapproved with some negative comments. However, shortly after this, the battalion exec was transferred to Washington. Before he departed he took me aside and asked, ‘Seitz, do you really want to take parachute training?’ I answered, ‘Of course I do.’ About four weeks later I received orders assigning me to the Provisional Parachute Group, commanded by Col. William Lee. I was assigned to the 503rd Parachute Infantry Battalion under Maj. Bob Sink. My company commander was Capt. James Gavin.”

		With those headliners—Lee became the first head of the parachute forces, Sink went on to lead a regiment through combat in Europe and Gavin eventually commanded the 82nd Airborne—Seitz started his four-week course that included the requisite jumps plus intensive work in weapons training and physical fitness. Seitz then took a detour to the Air Corps Technical School at Chanute Field, Illinois, where he studied the art of parachute rigging.

		Because of his work at Chanute Field, when Seitz received assignment to the newly formed 503rd Parachute Regiment, he found himself part of Service Company, detailed to supervise the packing of chutes. “I was really disappointed and wanted a rifle company but I got turned down. But after a few months, they recognized my lack of enthusiasm for my job and I was given command of I Company. However, I did institute a system where the packing section in Service Company would pack all chutes for the regiment, which allowed more time in the schedule for training. The system became standard in parachute units, and the Table of Organization and Equipment [T/O & T/E] was modified to include additional riggers.”

		His tour with the 503rd brought him in contact with a battalion commander named Lou Walsh. Subsequently, Walsh and Seitz reported to the 1st Parachute Brigade, with the former as executive officer and the latter in the role of S-3, in charge of operations for what was a training organization. When Walsh received command of the 517th he chose Seitz to run his 2nd Battalion.

		“Lou Walsh was a great and tough trainer. His idea of a schedule was six full days, Saturday and holidays included, of hard, rough training. On Christmas and New Year's Eve, 1943, we held Battalion Commander and Regimental Staff Training Conferences. When one of my officers, Loren James, requested time off to get married, I told him, ‘Great. Take off early Saturday afternoon but be back for the run on Monday.’ Each evening after supper, Lou conducted officer and NCO classes. All administration, including courts-martial, was conducted after supper.

		“Walsh was hell on weapons and physical training and high on squad and platoon training. The men of my battalion, and I'm sure the other ones, fired every infantry weapon in the inventory. Not just to fire, but to learn everything about the weapon. The troopers got a good deal of self-confidence from this knowledge. Lou was marvelous on combat courses and designed the ones we used. These included crawling under barbed wire with live fire over your head, making your way through mud, lots of obstacle courses designed by the regiment.

		“Our squad and section work consisted of typical fire and movement exercises with an emphasis on aggressiveness and control by the small unit leaders. We did a lot of stuff that gave the squad leader the opportunity to lead and control his men. The attention to squad and section training was considered important because when the squad or jump stick hit the ground after the jump they would be the first and only group with immediate tactical or unit integrity. They would be required to fight on their own during the initial phase of action. This doctrine was accepted by all parachute units and is equally valid today, although the jump stick today consists of thirty or forty instead of the twelve to fifteen of World War II.

		“The recruits came to us directly from the reception centers after they enlisted or were drafted. This was a unique arrangement. When the men arrived at Toccoa, they received orientation and then had to jump out of the thirty-four-foot tower. Anyone who even hesitated was immediately assigned to the ‘Out Platoon,’ for shipment to some nonparachute unit. I then personally interviewed every man initially assigned to the 2nd Battalion.

		“If I didn't like his looks, or didn't think his background suitable, I dismissed him and he joined the ‘Out Platoon.’ Some of the questions I asked were, ‘Did you volunteer because of the fifty bucks? [The hazard pay approved by Congress for paratroopers.] Do you think you are good enough to make a paratrooper? How many times have you been arrested? What sports did you play? Did you box? What was your best subject in school? What church do you attend?’ No single answer was a reason for disqualification; the total picture determined acceptance.

		“Occasionally, I asked, ‘Can you ram your fist through that wall?’ Everyone I challenged reared back and drove his hand through the Celotex wall of my tar-paper office. As best I can remember, no one was unlucky enough to hit one of the two-by-four studs. At reunions of the 517th it's amusing to hear the large number of guys claim they punched the wall. In reality, only a small number were asked to perform this exercise.

		“The result of this selection process and the programs installed by Walsh was an outfit composed of physically fit, intelligent, motivated men with a helluva lot of confidence.”

		While he could pick and choose among the recruits, Seitz had no discretion when it came to the officers sent to the 2nd Battalion. “Most of them came to us right out of jump school. I was able to get rid of any who didn't measure up to my standards. But there was not great turnover from those who originally joined the battalion through our first combat in Italy.

		“I was single, and only three or four officers were married. Off duty we would get together for fun—a little drinking and singing. I don't consider we were hell raisers. Some of the officers may have raised a little hell off duty but never were they so out of line that I felt it necessary to discipline them. At most I might have given them a good blast, a tongue-lashing, but that was the limit. We stuck together as a battalion group but we had a lot of respect for the total 517th officer corps. I had and continued to have the greatest respect for Bill Boyle, a superb human being and fine soldier. To mention a few others, I had and have similar emotions towards Ray Cato [CO for the 517th's artillery battalion], Bob Dal-rymple, who was a damn fine engineer commander, and Ben Sullivan, a soldier's doctor and a great soldier as well.”

		Seitz, who made the army his career, rising to the three-star rank of lieutenant general, almost fifty years later insists, “In all my service, most of it with troops and airborne at that, I have not seen a finer group than the 517th. They were outstanding in every respect. Their appearance and spirit often caused some problems with my superiors but I admired them in and out of the battalion. They were so damn much better than the nonairborne soldier and officers that I served with prior to becoming a parachutist.”

		The third member of the triumvirate under Walsh was Melvin Zais, a few months shy of his twenty-seventh birthday when he arrived at Toccoa. His father, a refugee from Russia who came to the States as a twelve-year-old, was struggling to develop a meat business in Fall River, Massachusetts, when Zais was born in 1916.

		“We lived near the mills on Quequechar Street near the river. Most of the families were of French or Portuguese background. It was a tough area and I had plenty of street fights as a kid. I played football on a field behind the billboards.

		“Then the family fortunes improved and we moved to a seventeen-room house in an affluent section. But we lost everything during the Depression and went back to a poor neighborhood. I remember the tough, rough days of being brought up with children who didn't have much, whose parents were not well educated, and whose code of ethics and code of conduct were based on survival. But I also went to school with Yankees—the Bor-dens, the Braxtons and the Durfees—families that could trace their ancestry back to the Mayflower.

		“Because of this background, I always had a great deal of compassion for people who didn't have much. I've understood rough language and I've been equally at home with truck drivers as with managers and owners. I've found a certain joy when I am with soldiers and exposed to the rougher elements of soldier life, and I've found great joy in the nicer elements of an officer's life. I am literally the product of two environments and both had a great deal of influence on me.

		“When I was seventeen, I hitchhiked to Louisiana to attend college. My ambition was to major in journalism since I enjoyed English. I selected LSU because the out-of-state tuition was quite cheap and it would take me away from Fall River.”

		Thus, in the summer of 1933, Zais sought a football scholarship and performed well enough to win a slot as an end on the second-string freshman squad. Ahead of him on the charts, however, was Gaynel Tinsley, twice an all-American.

		To fill in his educational program at LSU, Zais enrolled in the ROTC unit. “It was my first exposure to the military and I hated it. I wasn't ready for this. The uniform was gray wool which itched and irritated me in the hot sun. I dreaded drill periods. I just raised hell. My grades were good but I was walking punishment every Saturday. I had problems with the cadet noncom and I fought him. I was ready to ship out on a boat headed around the world.

		“Troy Middleton was a major, the CO for the ROTC. [During World War II, as a major general, Middleton ran the VIII Corps in Europe.] He interceded for me. He put me on strict discipline, which cost me my football scholarship. That eliminated eating at the training table, which was a serious problem. Middleton, however, got me a job dusting books in the offices.

		“Because of what Middleton did for me, I've always had a tolerance for wild, young soldiers who are not inherently bad but just not amenable to discipline in the beginning. I developed compassion for a young soldier who sort of bowed his neck and got into a little trouble as a result.”

		At this point, Zais's brother Larry offered additional help. Their mother was lonely and if Zais would enroll closer to home, Larry would provide some funds to augment scholarship loans. Zais transferred to the University of New Hampshire. Along with football at his new school, and in spite of his previous experience, Zais again opted for ROTC. “Most of the ball players took it, not for any patriotic reasons but because that was the way to make a little extra money. And it also was the most important activity on campus.”

		The students in the reserve summered at Fort De-vens, Massachusetts. Zais discovered he enjoyed the physical challenges, the sports program and company of men. He was further stimulated by a visit to the home of a girlfriend whose father was a major. The furniture, the bric-a-brac collected from postings around the world and the demeanor of the officer impressed him.

		Still, as a prelaw student, he intended to enter the law school at Cornell. And he won a one-year scholarship only to discover that New Hampshire expected him to repay the loans it had granted him. In spite of a variety of extracurricular sales jobs vending ice cream, candy, hot dogs and even crepe-soled shoes, he could not afford to accept Cornell's offer. Zais solved his financial problems by accepting a reserve commission as a second lieutenant for $125 a month with an extra $143 to cover rations albeit he would have to pay for his uniforms.

		“On a small army post, Fort Adams at Newport, Rhode Island, that smoldering rag pile of uncertain aspirations burst into flame. I liked the men I came in contact with. I enjoyed living in tents, marching. I was in heaven on maneuvers at Fort Devens. It was my first exposure to the ideas of duty, honor, country and that a man's word was gold. I loved it! Just loved it!”

		Initially, Zais admits he was captivated by the appearance of a uniform. “I liked the pinks and green, the Sam Browne belt and the boots. There were yellow knit gloves, pink riding breeches, sabres. I spent an inordinate amount of time looking as well as I could. I was very vain about the uniform.

		“The noncoms taught me how to handle men. They told me to knock off the cheerleader stuff. And they taught me how to take care of the men first, without becoming too chummy with them.”

		His, however, was a commission in the reserves. And when Zais attempted to convert it to the regular army he failed the physical because of a tiny cyst detected at the base of his spine. Still hankering for military life, Zais grabbed an offer as an assistant coach at Tennessee Military Institute where he also acted as tactical officer, drove the school bus and taught high-school courses in English and biology. “I was one lesson ahead of the students.”

		As the country expanded its military forces in 1940, Zais applied for active duty and was accepted. While at Fort Benning he put in his papers for the paratroops but his colonel disapproved the request with the comment that these were “suicide troops.” Zais persisted and in March 1941 started jump school.

		“I looked on it as a big adventure. I saw others do it and my feeling was if they can do that, so can I. And after you made your one jump, you were off for the remainder of the day.

		“There is a great feeling upon completing a jump. There is a tremendous release from within. You've faced fear and you've overcome it. There had been an inherent danger in jumping but suddenly the danger passed. One of the greatest morale builders in a parachute unit is participation in a jump. When things are low in an outfit and men are becoming restless, it is good to have a jump. They may not like the idea. They may not look forward to it. But once having done it, the release and the feeling are just great.”

		Zais started his parachuting while the specialty was in its infancy. The uniform consisted of the one-piece silk jumpsuit and cloth helmet. He and his contemporaries had learned to remove rings, officer's metal insignia or any item that might snag a line. The first chutists had armed themselves only with a knife in their boot before adding a pistol fastened by a thong around the leg. Until they were adequately secured, canteens inflicted severe bruises.

		Zais happened to be aboard a plane when one jumper's shroud caught on the tail of the aircraft. From the open door, Zais and the others could see the hapless trooper whirling around “like the spinner on a fishing line.” There was no way to free the soldier and it meant certain death for him if the pilot tried to land. Finally, the dangling man pulled the rip cord of his reserve chute. The shock of its opening blasted him free, although at considerable risk of severe damage to the tail.

		Zais suggested a solution for future situations: a jump knife, somewhat akin to a switchblade, to be carried in a zippered compartment on the chest. Should a similar problem develop, the trooper could whip out the blade and cut away the lines of the main chute. Many years later Zais remarked that the innovation probably caused more casualties than it
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