


  LONG AGO . . .


  THIS ACCOUNT OF WHAT HAPPENED TO THE YOUNG MEN IN AN INFANTRY platoon in World War II is being written more than forty years after the events described took place. From a writing standpoint, this is at once good and bad. It is bad because memories of some details have dimmed, and it is good because certain things that happened can never be erased from one’s memory, and these may thus be identified as the important ones.


  This raises a question: How much of this book is fiction?


  The answer: Almost none.


  True, it is impossible more than forty years afterward to put down the precise words a man said at a specific moment all those years ago. But often, the memory of what was said and done is deeply etched in the mind and may be brought back accurately in strange ways.


  An odor may set off the recollection of an event and the people involved. For example, the smell of the treated canvas in army tents—or even just the memory of it—can bring forth pictures of an encampment in Australia more than two score years ago. A whiff of the exhaust of a diesel engine can take one back to being in a diesel-powered landing craft and how the frightened men aboard it looked and acted. It is easy to close one’s eyes and regain the image of small fires made of damp jungle wood to heat C-rations or warm coffee water.


  The remembrance of smells makes it easy to recall the bland sameness of the rations, and how the sameness caused young men’s stomachs to rebel against such food. A whiff of the aroma of a tangerine can set off vivid pictures in one’s head of finding and consuming canned tangerines that were part of the rations of Japanese soldiers.


  And other things spark vivid and accurate memories. The sound of a rifle shot in a television action drama can bring forth images of the sounds made upon firing a rifle at Japanese soldiers as they ran single file, from a mountain cave. The pictures inside one’s head can easily include portraits of the stolid demeanor, the faces that betrayed no sign of fear, of those soldiers as they rushed into the arms of death.


  A voice can bring back an event with great clarity. It may be the voice of a modern-day Chicagoan of Irish extraction. Hear it, and its inflections and trace of a brogue, and you may leap back to a New Guinea scene in which one of our men from Chicago became exasperated and frustrated because he couldn’t communicate with a Papuan, who said repeatedly to the Chicagoan: “He no savvy.” Meaning, of course, that he didn’t understand. The mind can easily recall perfectly what the young soldier from Chicago said at that moment, to wit: “You no savvy. Me no savvy. Who around here savvies?”


  No, be not surprised if words and actions from more than forty years ago are put down precisely as they happened. The mind is a special kind of storehouse from which precise details may come forth when the mind is stimulated by some sight, word, or even odor.


  This is not to say that every word reported herein and every action described is precisely what was said or done.


  Do believe, however, that the memories of the author and other members of the platoon often are deadly accurate. And when memories are perfectly accurate, they do not stray from the essence of the truth.



   The duty of a scout is to see without being seen and to hear without being heard.


  —US ARMY FIELD MANUAL, ON SCOUTING AND PATROLLING DISMOUNTED







  A PRAYER


  THEY WERE US ARMY INFANTRY SCOUTS IN WORLD WAR II, MEMBERS OF an Intelligence and Reconnaissance Platoon in the Southwest Pacific. Like all scouts in all armies, they were called upon to lead the way and often were frightened by the enormity of the job. But these men were fortunate because they knew beyond a doubt that their cause was a just one.


  Unfortunately, this blessing is not bestowed on all. The mortal sin of war often becomes more than man’s mind and spirit will tolerate.


  May God grant peace to those who fight wars they cannot fathom.





  AUGUST 1942 THE GATHERING


  EARLY IN 1942, WHEN OUR WAR WITH THE JAPANESE WAS STILL IN ITS infancy, the army made a small change in its Field Manual for an infantry regiment, transforming the Headquarters Company intelligence platoon into an intelligence and reconnaissance platoon. It was called an I & R Platoon. Small though the change was, it altered the lives of some forty-five men of the 162nd Infantry Battalion of the 41st Division for all their days.


  The 41st Division was then camped about eight miles east of the small city of Rockhampton, Queensland, Australia, an area of hills, minor mountains, and fragrant forests. The Tropic of Cancer passes through the area, making the climate tropical. We lived in pyramidal tents, six men to a tent, nestled beneath tall trees. Each company had two mess halls of frame construction (one for the officers and one for the enlisted men) and a company headquarters building, also wooden.


  The odors of the camp were numerous, some pleasing, some not. The forest included many eucalyptus trees with their medicinal smell. The air was also punctuated with the scent of wood smoke from fires laid in shallow pits and used to heat water in oil drums for washing mess kits. Other odors included the stench of well-used latrines and such sly smells as the treated canvas of the tents, an aroma one’s nose cannot forget.


  First Lieutenant Rodney Orange, a tall, skinny, twenty-three-year-old redhead from Oregon, was given the job of forming and leading the new I & R Platoon. He was the right man for the job; he was a leader by nature.


  At times, he was unconventional about how he did things; for example, when it came to selecting members of his new platoon. He was authorized to add about thirty men to the platoon and was told to pick whomever he wanted from the regiment. Another officer might have picked the ablest soldiers from various companies. Orange asked each company commander for the name of the biggest misfit in his outfit. He wanted those who rebelled against authority and didn’t give a hang for army ways. He wanted brash self-starters who could think for themselves.


  He got what he wanted.


  The company commanders named some misfits who were victims of personality conflicts with their officers. Others were genuine nuisances. Arnold C. Neerman and Adolph “The Moose” Bednarik came from Company C, where they had a reputation for telling officers they didn’t think much of the way they were running things. Dave LeBaron came from Company A and sometimes told off officious officers. One man simply detested kitchen duty because he found the sight of so much food cloying. Orange made him an offer: Join the I & R Platoon and you won’t need to do kitchen work. Raymond R. “Spanky” Russell, a Texan and a graduate of Virginia Military Institute, had been a real pest in his rifle company, often gratuitously correcting any officer who bumbled while trying to lecture on, say, tactics or map reading, subjects Russell knew from his schooling.


  He joined the I & R Platoon, and so did most of the other misfits, malcontents, and free spirits Orange approached. Most acted out of desperation, willing to do anything to get away from officers they couldn’t stand. A few were top-flight soldiers, excellent men recommended to Orange by fellow officers. But good soldier or misfit, none joined the platoon blindly, because Orange made it clear they would be infantry scouts, one of the most dangerous military specialties. He told them that the training would be difficult and the duty in combat even worse.


  The men Orange selected were added to the dozen current members of the old Intelligence Platoon. Orange threw them together and left them to get to know each other and to make friends (hopefully) or enemies (possibly) in the new group.


  Coming together wasn’t easy. The misfits tended to remain misfits.


  Take the first night the I & R Platoon assembled in the headquarters company area. They were mostly strangers. One soldier had fallen into a shallow sleep. He had a vivid dream about a girl in a green nightgown that kept falling off her shoulder, exposing a breast. The young soldier moaned and fell into a deep sleep. The man in the next cot, realizing that the other soldier had had a special dream, said into the darkness, “Ask her if she has a sister for me.” Others in the tent laughed and fell silent.


  When all were asleep, a scream pierced the hot night air. “You hit me! You hit me with a boot, you bastard!” a man cried out. And it was true. A boot had come sailing across the tent and hit him on the head. The man was angry and upset that anyone—a total stranger, at that—would throw a boot at him.


  “Yeah, I hit you with a boot,” a tentmate groused. “And I’ll hit you with the other one if you don’t stop snoring, you jerk. The whole tent was shaking.”


  The snorer started to get out of his cot to face the boot-thrower. Instead, he fell back on his bed and confessed into the darkness: “Yes, I snored. I do it all the time. I just can’t help it.”


  “Well, try to knock it off, and maybe we all can get some sleep.”


  Silence returned to the tent, and they slept, as best they could.


  This wasn’t the only commotion involving the new members of the I & R Platoon that first day. A man given to drinking heavily cussed out his new sergeant the first time they met. Mike Kazor, a bull of a man from Pennsylvania, laughed at a Chicagoan who said he had been an office worker in civilian life. Kazor sneered and said, “You call that work? You should try working in a coal mine next to my old man like I did. You’d find out what real work is. You’d bust your ass.” Russell, the well-educated fat kid from Texas, suffered from a superiority complex and corrected the grammar of men he had just met. One man called another from Kansas (wrongly and unfairly) “a damned fairy.” A Michigan soldier complained that somebody had stolen a clean handkerchief from his barracks bag, was outraged, and threatened to kill the culprit if he found him.


  Despite many threats of fistfights, no blows were struck as animosities raged for some days. Gradually, things began to settle down. Kazor, the coal miner, became a platoon hero because of his physical strength. Russell, the grammar policeman, almost immediately found a new friend, a Chicagoan who was given to speaking of “dese,” “dem,” and “dose,” and regularly used “ain’t.”


  Sergeant Jim Moran, a National Guard noncom from Roseburg, Oregon, deserved some credit for easing the new men together. He never ordered the platoon members to be at peace but laughed away their disagreements. He was younger than most in the platoon, younger and less sophisticated, but wise enough to know he couldn’t boss these renegades around. He didn’t try; he let the men settle their differences in their way. They came to admire him and accept him as the platoon leader. He who rules best rules least.


  Platoon members, new and old, came to realize they shared many sentiments. Mostly they didn’t like army life or being subject to authority. They despised regulations that were made only for regulations’ sake. They readily obeyed rules that made sense to them. This was fine with the unorthodox Orange.


  Back in the 1930s, the citizens of Pilot Rock, Oregon, hauled their garbage to the top of a bluff overlooking the town. For a while, it was a case of “out of sight, out of mind.” As the pile grew, it became highly visible from the town below. It desecrated the natural beauty of the place. So, teenaged Rodney Orange opened a crusade to clear the trash from the bluff. His weapon: the Pilot Rock High School newspaper. He was the editor, and wrote articles about the unsightly dump and editorials urging that it be removed. The Depression was on, and townsfolk were not inclined to spend money on anything, especially not a do-good project like this. So, Orange ran more stories and more editorials. When he had pestered them enough, the Pilot Rock folk went to the bluff and moved the junk to a better place. Rod Orange won. He gained the taste for becoming a crusader.


  His family does not remember when he developed a conscience and became a leader. As a small boy, he had no such conscience. According to his stepsister, Jane, Rod was a “redheaded heller of a kid” whose favorite game was playing soldier. His mother died a month after his birth in 1919. Women relatives cared for Rod until his father, Memory Dune Orange, a man with a sense of humor as strange as his name, remarried in 1923. The new Mrs. Orange bore two sons and a daughter. Rod, the redheaded heller, was the big brother. Rod loved his father and some of his pranks, such as the time Memory Dune Orange slipped a sign on the local bank’s door, saying: “Closed for Groundhog Day.” People avoided entering the bank, and it wasn’t even Groundhog Day.


  But Memory Orange could be stern, especially with his redheaded oldest son. When Rod was arrested for tearing down some Fourth of July decorations in a minor spasm of vandalism, his father declined to pay the bail. Rod stayed in jail overnight.


  Rod attended the University of Oregon, where he majored in journalism and was an honor student and ROTC member. He sustained his college career by working summers as a ranch hand. After graduation, at the age of seventeen, he joined the National Guard and received a second lieutenant commission. His guard unit joined the regular army when they entered federal service in 1940.


  The men of his platoon would not be surprised by any of these facts. They knew little of Orange’s background—he never talked about it. They knew he was a pugnacious heller, but they might have been surprised to know that he held a deep religious faith. He never spoke of God or religion, but he was raised as a Presbyterian and had a Bible in which he wrote, “I take Christ as my savior.”


  He was a very private person who never spoke of his life. We didn’t even know that he married Rae Sprague in 1940, just before he marched off to war. We had no idea he was married. None of us were.


  In those first weeks, the platoon was together, and Orange only spoke once to me of his personal life. This came when he learned that I worked for a Chicago newspaper. He said simply and quietly, “I majored in journalism in college. I’d like to be a newspaperman someday.” His eyes seemed to seek out the future. But like the rest of us, Orange could not tell what he would become.


  We did not know that before a year had passed, we would come to believe that war was human nature gone mad. In a year, we learned that in war, men and women sometimes encounter love, kindness, and brotherhood, and through these, a type of redemption at the gates of Hell.


  There were at least forty-five of us, maybe a couple more whose names are not recorded and have been forgotten. The names read like the cast of a World War II movie from the 1960s: Rodney Orange, Myron Folsom, Robert Randall, Raymond R. Russell, Eugene F. Sullivan, Victor Svagdis, David LeBaron, Lloyd Porter, Thomas “Kelly” Theodoropoulos, Adolph Bednarik, James Decker, Thomas Ferrari, Gerald Ihme, Mike Kazor, John Nolen, Elmer C. Merz, Oscar Rumack, Albert Rittenhouse, Harry Sayka, Frank Szczepanski, Oliver Tracy, Charles Wallace, John D. Williams, Clarence Cornie, and Gould “Tex” Whaley Jr.


  Their backgrounds were as diverse as their names. Some were sons of wealthy families, or from families of as much nobility as democracy, in the 1940s, tolerated. All were high school graduates. Several had some college. One was a Chicago policeman, another, a Los Angeles milkman, and still another, an artist. One proudly said he was a bum, meaning he had ridden freight trains in the Depression. He had seen much of the country, encountered people with all their warts and saintliness, and learned to tell the difference. The youngest was about eighteen, and the oldest, maybe twenty-eight. None had lived long enough to establish himself in his life’s work.


  They hadn’t gone very far in life. But they had ambitions. Here are some more of the forgotten names: William Zito, Howard C. Steele, Milan Peel, James Forsburg, Arnold Neerman, Wilmer J. Meyer, Murray Matteson, John “Casey” Willis, Robert Pederson, Jack Burrows, James Cave, George Frie, Harry Shaw, David Malpus, Francis Mortek, and William Berrigan.


  They were infantrymen—dogfaces. They lived in slime and squalor and often lacked food, proper clothing, and medical care. Their teeth rotted and nobody cared much. Sweet Jesus, before we went into combat, they pulled all our wisdom teeth out, sound or not, so that those teeth would not slow us down if they developed problems. We thirsted and dreamed of crisp salads. We had visions of women we would love. We seldom had such things as toilet paper or handkerchiefs. Sometimes we lacked socks and underwear. We developed skin rashes and harbored malaria and dengue fever. We found ringworm, a foul fungus infection, around our waists and had no medication to do anything about it. We were, at best, the bastard sons of the infantry.


  We came together in various ways. Some were members of the National Guard from the Pacific Northwest who had been in the infantry for a couple of years. There were a few (very few) members of the regular army. Most were draftees, and nearly all of these entered the army in 1941, singing and believing the words of a popular prewar song that said “Good-bye, dear, I’ll be back in a year.” We didn’t go home for three or four years.


  The I & R Platoon’s misfits had a job to do. Before we could do that job, we had to come together. Take the case of Frank Szczepanski, the man we called “Chi” (as in Chicago). He was the man who took a boot to the head that first night. The following morning during company formation, a sergeant asked him for his name. He said, “Szczepanski.”


  “What kind of name is that?” asked the sergeant.


  “It’s Polish, Sarge.”


  “Polish? That means you’re a Polack.”


  Chi bristled and burst forth with “I’m Polish, you asshole. Get it straight.”


  The sergeant fired back, “You look like a Polack to me. And don’t you ever call me an asshole.”


  Another man in the ranks sang out, “The guy’s right, Sergeant. You are an asshole.”


  “What’s your name?” the sergeant asked.


  “It’s Zito . . . Bill Zito. And if you call me a dago, I’ll knock you on your ass.”


  The young noncom approached Zito and Chi and started to threaten them with everything short of death. They laughed at him.


  Zito asked, “What are you going to do? You going to throw us in the goddamn infantry?”


  Before the sergeant could answer, Lieutenant Orange approached. He sensed the tension and asked the sergeant what was wrong. The young man did not want to admit he couldn’t control the men and said, “Umm, nothing, sir. Everything’s fine.”


  Moments later, Chi and Zito, freed from the formation, walked away together.


  Chi said, “Hey, thanks for sticking up for me. Thanks a lot.”


  “I owed you one,” Zito responded. “I hit you with that boot last night. Sorry.”


  “It’s all right. I forgive you. And by the way, you were snoring last night too.”


  They laughed and that was that.





  SEPTEMBER 1942 COMMANDO TRAINING


  UNDER RODNEY ORANGE, THE I & R PLATOON BEGAN A PROGRAM OF training, which, like Orange himself, was rugged and unorthodox.


  When the 41st Division arrived in Australia in April 1942, Orange was sent to a commando training school run by the Australian Army. Then, he ran such a school for the 41st Division.


  Commando? The name brings forth visions of daring, well-trained soldiers, their faces smeared to camouflage them, making bloody raids against great odds to surprise and smash enemy strongholds. The visions are Hollywood fantasies, with helmeted men in brown woolen uniforms carrying hunting knives in their teeth as they run across a beach to take a pillbox. The commandos dodge this way and that to avoid the enemy’s deadly machine-gun fire. According to Hollywood, only a few die. Most are unhurt, and they storm the pillbox, surprising and devastating the enemy hordes.


  A less romantic view of commando tactics seems to be in order. Most actual raids have undesirable results, starting with the first commando raid in history—an 1895 assault by British volunteers against a Boer force in Africa. This unauthorized action lacked luck. The leader, Sir Leander Starr Jameson, was captured, turned over to his British superiors, and imprisoned for fifteen months for acting without orders.


  A further reality: During the week our Orange was assembling his new platoon, on August 19, 1942, the British Army made a commando raid against the Germans in Dieppe on the French coast. During seven hours of fighting, two-thirds of the raiding force was decimated.


  Despite the realities, Orange, who loved to play soldier as a boy, put his new platoon through what was called commando training, dwelling chiefly on unarmed combat.


  His men spent long hours in a plowed field near the Rockhampton camp, learning various holds and wrestling ploys. They drilled over and over ways to take a weapon away from an enemy soldier and how to kill him with a knife, or even their bare hands.


  The training was done in tropical heat. As the men thrashed about, tossing each other to the ground, the plowed earth was churned into white dust as fine as wheat flour. The dust turned to slime when mixed with the inevitable sweat, and within minutes during each training session, the men came to look like ghost gymnasts.


  Most of the men took a dim view of the training, believing that if you got close enough to a Japanese soldier to grapple with him, the greater wisdom would be to shoot him instead of fooling around in judo fashion.


  Further, by this time, the soldiers generally had developed an inferiority complex about the Japanese as warriors. The army was to blame for this to some measure. Regimental officers delivered lectures based on intelligence from on high. The men were led to believe that the Japanese were virtually invincible when it came to jungle warfare, especially in man-to-man fighting. Reports in magazines and newspapers augmented the army’s line. These stories portrayed the Japanese as sneaky bastards who could kill with a single karate blow. Worse yet, we learned the enemy preferred fighting at night, when they could sneak up and kill you with a karate chop or the swipe of a knife.


  At this time, in September 1942, the US Marines were in the throes of a battle that reinforced the image of the Japanese soldiers in the Battle of Savo Island, just north of Guadalcanal.


  The infantrymen were not fans of the marines (to put it lightly), but neither did the infantry consider themselves better fighters. If the marines were having a tough time on Guadalcanal, our picture of the Japanese as jungle warriors grew larger.


  Because of these adverse news reports, the I & R men took the unarmed training with at least a modicum of seriousness, still thinking that they’d rather shoot the enemy than wrestle with them. Under Orange’s tutelage, the platoon learned arm holds and how to break them. The men worked until they were exhausted. Late each afternoon, the platoon returned to camp and took cold showers (the only kind the army thought infantrymen needed).


  The men paired off by size for the unarmed combat drills. One lucky soldier drew Jim Decker as his partner. Decker, a North Carolinian and graduate of Duke University, was a true non-soldier. He despised the army in general but saved his greatest wrath for all officers and noncoms. His partner was lucky because Decker failed to take any commando training seriously. The first time they squared off to have at each other, Decker quickly fell on his back in the dust, pulling his partner on top of him and letting out an unearthly scream: “You’re trying to kill me! You son of a bitch.” This shook his partner, who had done absolutely nothing. Decker thrashed about on the ground as though in terrible pain. His acting fooled Orange, who walked over and slapped Jim’s partner on the back like a referee signaling victory in a wrestling match. “Good,” Orange said. “But let’s not overdo it. Take a break, you two.”


  Decker and his man sauntered over and plunked down in the shade of a tree, pretending they were out of breath and nearly unconscious from exhaustion. Decker whispered: “Gawd-damn officers. They’ll kill us all. Next time, I get to be on top.” He winked, and thereafter, he and his partner took turns being the victor and the vanquished and deserved an Oscar for the dramatic performances.


  Decker took the unarmed combat training as he took everything in the army—very easy.


  Others found the training very beneficial. Corporal Oliver Tracy of Portland, Oregon, recalled it as the time in his life when he was in the best physical condition. Others saw it as a kind of gym class with lethal overtones.


  The training also enhanced the I & R Platoon’s image in the eyes of others in the Headquarters Company. When we returned to camp tired and covered in dust and took those cold showers, others concluded that our training was tantamount to torture, and treated us with respect that bordered on reverence. The greatest respect rained down on platoon studs: Mike Kazor, the Pennsylvania coal miner; Bill Merz from Detroit; William “Ace” Meyer of Chicago; and Chuck Wallace, a well-built farm boy from the Pacific Northwest.


  Mike Kazor developed what amounted to a fan club in the Headquarters Company. A clerk in the communications platoon followed Kazor around like a puppy, and said of Mike: “I’d follow him anywhere.” Maybe so. But the kid, even though he talked about volunteering for the I & R Platoon, stayed in his comparatively safe message center job and watched his hero from afar.


  Kazor was what would be called in later years “a hunk.” He was just under six feet tall and weighed around two hundred pounds. While working in the mines, he developed amazing musculature in his arms, legs, and shoulders, even in his jaws, which were musclebound, causing him to speak through clenched teeth. He enjoyed brawling—not simulated fights that came with army combat training, but real, no-holds-barred scraps. His popularity soared the night he adjourned to an abandoned barn near camp to take on the champion of an Australian unit from a nearby camp. Kazor fought the Aussie, a near-giant, for twenty-five minutes, and beat the hell out of him.


  Mike could read but found writing all but impossible. Therefore, when he wanted to write home, he received help from another in the platoon. Once, he asked a platoon mate to help write a letter to his father and another to a girl he had met in the Seattle area. He said the girl was very nice, but he didn’t want the letter to be “too mushy . . . just something nice.”


  When it came to unarmed combat training, Mike was in a class by himself, and was paired with one of the other studs, or Orange himself.


  As part of our commando training, we had to learn about explosives and how to use them to make booby traps. We had one man, John Nolen, who was gun-happy and loved to fire a submachine gun, even when it made no sense. And some men became explosive-happy, including Arnold Neerman, Bill Zito, and Spanky Russell. Mike Kazor was their principal teacher, because he worked with explosives in the coal mines. He handled gelignite with the same delight most of us felt shooting off firecrackers as kids. He thrilled us with his ability to use explosives.


  Once, the platoon helped clear stumps from a field to create a parade ground. Mike placed dynamite charges so they blew the stumps out of the ground and directly into the bed of a truck parked nearby. Another time, he set the charges just so and dug a twenty-by-twenty-foot hole, six feet in the ground, for a new latrine. The hole was born in one mighty blast, with sides so clean that men with shovels only had to square the corners. Still another time, Orange ordered Mike to set a modest booby trap; the charge went off when Lieutenant General Horace Fuller entered a tent during an inspection visit. The blast knocked off Fuller’s hat and brought Orange once more to the attention of the general, who had met the pugnacious lieutenant when he had inspected the commando school Orange conducted. Because of his aggressiveness, Orange became somewhat of a favorite son to the general.


  While Orange wasn’t buddy-buddy with his soldiers, they respected General Fuller. He also had the respect of John Lardner, who wrote about the general in the August 16, 1945, issue of Newsweek magazine, saying:



   Fuller is an odd combination of lean, tough simplicity and the more graceful overtones of civilization. He is a field soldier now and a good and willing one, but for some years before Pearl Harbor, he was our military attaché in Paris until after the German occupation. . . . The general is still a handsome and polished figure, from his gleaming riding boots to the top of his neat and courtly head.




  Spanky Russell took to booby-trapping, as did others, including Bill Zito of Ogden, Utah, who wanted to own a nightclub after the war. Together, they fashioned a dummy by stuffing pajamas with straw and adding a straw-filled sack for a head. This poor dummy was repeatedly blown into the air as a demonstration of booby-trapping.


  The pajamas belonged to Russell, son of a wealthy San Antonio family, and possibly the only man in the 162nd Battalion to own a pair.


  The training drained the men of so much energy that they couldn’t spend many evenings in Rockhampton to enjoy a steak and some beers. They spent most evenings in camp, and confined their hell-raising to drinking beer while sitting in their tents, talking, telling tall tales (chiefly about women), and playing cards.


  What cards? Harry Sayka was a bridge player, but never got a foursome together from the platoon. The popular taste was for a game called “I Doubt It.” These games degenerated into gigantic shouting matches, especially when generous amounts of beer altered the players’ moods.


  The post-exchange tents sprinkled throughout the camp carried beer. The men called the beer “green death.” As they drank it, they insisted that it had been brewed that afternoon. They didn’t complain much about the quality because they knew that it came from an area brewery. Much of its output went to the soldiers stationed near Rockhampton, leaving little for the civilians.


  The beer and the evenings spent talking drew the men closer and closer. For the first weeks, most new platoon members walked back to their original outfits to spend time with old friends. But soon almost everyone stuck with the I & R Platoon each evening. We were becoming a new and intense brotherhood.





  RODEO MAN


  IN ADDITION TO THE UNORTHODOX COMMANDO TRAINING, ROD ORANGE put us through some training that was meaningless to our future. The US Army Field Manual proscribed that all I & R Platoons receive training in motorized reconnaissance.


  We had jeeps.


  For our platoon, jeeps were useless, because we would not have jeeps in New Guinea, and if we did, we couldn’t drive them because roads were almost nonexistent.


  But motorized reconnaissance training was required, so we did it, by God. Nobody objected much. Riding around in jeeps was a lot easier than hand-to-hand combat drills or what other units around Rockhampton went through. The rifle companies, for example, went on daily marches to hot and dusty grounds where they went through squad, platoon, and company tactical training exercises, slogging uphill and down, pretending they were engaging the Japanese.


  Meanwhile, the I & R Platoon regularly climbed into jeeps (four men to a vehicle) and drove madly up and down dirt roads, roaring up and down the same hills the rifle companies had to march up. Even though the training was senseless, we did the patrolling by the book while Rod Orange watched.


  The book said the jeeps were to tear along in as irregular a line as possible, always keeping the vehicle ahead in sight. A further twist: Each jeep took a turn being in the lead. After a short distance, the lead jeep dropped back and was replaced by the next in line. We called it “leapfrogging.”


  These patrols were not all peaches and cream. One afternoon, there was a terrible accident. A jeep loaded with four men came over a ridge, and the road surprisingly turned sharply to the left. The driver failed to make the turn. The jeep flew off the road and landed upside down, far down the ridge. Two men were thrown free and went unhurt. The other two, Sergeant Jim Moran, the jovial platoon leader, and a Southern kid, Dave Malpus, were badly hurt. They were hospitalized and never returned to the platoon. The accident angered the men. They saw motorized reconnaissance as unnecessary, and were peeved that two good men had been hurt for no reason. This differed from a combat wound—an acceptable fate, because wounds were part of the price of war.


  Our attitude toward war in general and our war in particular was different from the attitudes our children had about other wars, such as Vietnam. We didn’t, mind you, love the idea of fighting. When we were children, we saw veterans of World War I, the Spanish-American War, and even the Civil War during Memorial Day parades. We saw them and heard orations on the “glorious sacrifices” they had made and the “supreme sacrifices” of those who died. Further, our childhood had seen antiwar materials in the rotogravure sections* of newspapers. We saw twisted and torn bodies. We knew about the filth of trench warfare and the terror of those soldiers who went “over the top,” leaving the trenches
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