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The 58th Field Artillery Battalion (Armored) was activated on 1 October 1941, at Fort Knox, Kentucky. The original personnel were drawn from the 22nd Field Artillery Battalion (Armored), 54th Field Artillery Battalion (Armored), Armored Force School, and Armored Force Replacement Training Center at Fort Knox. The new Battalion, under command of Major John G. Howard, had an original strength of 35 officers and 315 enlisted men.

In infancy, the Battalion was nourished in the confines of Fort Knox’s “Tent City”, and the only barracks were the well-known pyramidal tents. Winter was cold in Fort Knox, and overheated Sibley stoves were constantly setting tents afire. The earliest recollection of guard duty in the 58th is of the G.I. patrolling the area complete with fire extinguisher and baseball bat.

Eight days after the bombing of Pearl Harbor by the Japanese on 7 December 1941, Battery D of the Battalion was inactivated. Sixteen officers and 107 enlisted men were transferred to the 705th Tank Destroyer Battalion, leaving the 58th with three firing batteries, Headquarters Battery, and Service Battery. On the same date the medical detachment was also activated. Gradual additions to the strength raised it to 48 officers and 473 enlisted men by 1 January 1942. At that time the Battalion was redesignated the 58th Armored Field Artillery Battalion, an organic unit of the 5th Armored Division.

Captain Bernard W. McQuade assumed command of the Battalion on 31 January 1942. On 11 February, the Battalion was split—58 men going to the 6th Armored Division, 124 to the 8th Armored Division, and the balance of 18 officers and 240 enlisted men making a permanent change of station to Camp Cooke, California, arriving on 16 February 1942.

On 10 March 1942, Major Bertram A. Holzworth assumed command of the Battalion. During that month 427 replacements came to the Battalion to receive their basic training on the windswept sands of Camp Cooke, and to be assigned to the Battalion on 18 May 1942. Thus, the Battalion entered its artillery training with a complement of 22 officers and 717 enlisted men.

During the latter part of May the Battalion was alerted. On the 31st, together with certain other elements of the 5th Armored Division, the 58th moved down the coast to the vicinity of Los Angeles to protect the Pacific Coast from the Japanese Navy. No serious development came of this threat, but the Battalion did make its initial step on the climb to the pinnacle of fame when a lowly Service Battery private looked upon the wine when it was red and decided to sleep in the same tent with the Commanding General of Combat Command A.

On 26 June 1942, Lt. Col. Holzworth was transferred to the 95th Field Artillery, and Major McQuade reassumed command of the Battalion.

Training continued at Camp Cooke until 6 August, when the 5th Armored Division began movement to the California desert for maneuvers. At Freda, California, the Battalion bivouaced and tried to acclimate itself to the withering heat. The first few days in this sun-baked oven saw men collapsing of heat prostration, and the remainder dragging listlessly under temperatures ranging as high as 142 degrees. When the Battalion had struggled through the perspiration and dust of one overnight problem, and was just beginning to feel it could stick it out, orders came down to prepare to move to Camp A.P. Hill, Virginia. By this time we had been detached from the 5th Armored Division and had become Corps troops that were attached for varying periods of time to different divisions or combat teams.

Early in the morning of 7 September the Battalion detrained into the rain and red mud of Ole Virginny. In the wee, small hours, and under a steady downpour, they formed two ranks, paired off, and pitched pup tents. It was rough, men, it was rough! The Battalion remained at A.P. Hill for nearly a month, during which time almost everyone received three-day passes, and everyone got the diarrhea. Here also 18 brand-new Carriage 105 mm howitzer M-7s (SP) were forced upon them. This was the go-ahead signal for Camp Kilmer, N.J. on 11 October. Things were happening fast, and it began to look as though the Battalion was going somewhere besides home on furlough.

At Camp Kilmer it was no longer a secret in the Battalion that the destination was overseas. The Battalion was in “quarantine” now, they were told, as part of the last few preparations for overseas. The mail censor came into the men’s lives, with orders that the Battalion location must remain secret and no mention must be made to those “outside” of the impending embarkation.

The first morning at Kilmer ushered in a clothing check—an affair which became more or less a daily routine during the Battalion’s stay there. In the morning, first thing, you scattered your belongings over the bed. Each night you packed them carefully away in the barracks bags, and the next morning did it all over again. Everyone had photographs taken for identification cards, but no one ever found out what happened to the pictures.

The personnel section became a madhouse, with last minute allotments, insurance, safe-arrival cards, replacements, and transfers to be taken care of. The safe-arrival cards, to be mailed out to the families when the men arrived at their overseas destination, furnish another minor mystery of the war. Apparently a large part of the Battalion never “safely arrived.”

After the Army way, there was a “dry-run” before the real thing came off. Thus, the Battalion loped from the barracks to the railroad station with full field and one barracks bag—just to see how it felt. Similarly, one afternoon the Battalion was lined up and filed through a dummy gangway, in loading order.

The phone booths in the P.X. and the Service Club did a rushing business those last few days. The men could not give any information, but there was an urge to have one more chat with the folks, the wife, the gal friend. When the 58th finally sailed away, they left a sizable wake of collect phone bills. And the packages that went home, clothing and equipment was limited to T/BA requirements, and all those oxfords, extra socks, underwear, etc., were supposed to be sent home, turned, in, or thrown away. In reality, about 10 percent was sent home, 10 percent turned in, 5 percent thrown away, and 75 percent tucked in between blankets and in pockets of overcoats.

Finally, on the morning of 1 November 1942, the Battalion lined up in front of the barracks and trudged off to the station. On the train they sat in the midst of a sea of barracks bags and equipment. A few hours later they dismounted at the terminal and crowded onto the ferry. Going across the harbor to the pier the ferry skirted the Statue of Liberty. It was probably a common thought: “When’ll we see you next, Sis?”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Ship Ahoy!


[image: ]


The Battalion walked down under the sheds of the pier, up the gangway and cleated walk to the deck of the Santa Rosa. Any illusions about traveling first class were quickly dispelled as the men stumbled down to C and D Decks and viewed the hammock-like bunks. The next morning, the men awakened to the gentle roll of the ship. She had shoved off during the night, and the Battalion was on its way—where to, no one had a clue. 

Appetites were still fairly hearty, and the men converged on the mess hall on A Deck. There they filed through what had apparently once been the ship’s ball room, past an array of steam tables. Five feet inside the hall the men lost their hearty appetites, not to regain them the remainder of the trip. They tripped gaily and innocently through the doors, and there the essence of steamed scrambled eggs of dubious vintage smote them like a whiplash. It was a terrible let-down, but the men of the 58th were soldiers. They came back again and again, pale but determined. It seems not possible that the field of battle could hold terrors for men who have survived the chow line aboard the Santa Rosa.

Shortly after breakfast the men were allowed up on deck, and many of them spent the greater part of their time up there during the trip. Each man was given a lifebelt, or jacket rather, to be worn at all times. They were cautioned to sleep with clothing on, “just in case.” Inasmuch as they were wearing “long-handled” drawers at the time, this became rather unpleasant. As a result, each night the men turned in displaying various forms of undress.

Before long, symptoms of “mal-de-mer” made themselves apparent. The seas were not unusually rough, but there is something about the steady pitch and toss of ordinary ground swells that eventually got to some of the men. A large garbage can was placed in the middle of the sleeping quarters, forward on C Deck, for use in disposing of trash. It was quickly converted into a gathering place for those unfortunates whose insides revolted under the strain. It was quite common, in fact, to see three or four dogfaces clinging grimly to the edges of the can and giving it all they had.

If you found a group with heads together, with no can in the middle, you could safely conclude that it was a poker or crap game. That was about the limit of the recreational facilities on board, and the men made the most of it. Some big games developed. All day long a number of sets of ivory cubes would keep galloping up and down the deck. By the time the Battalion got off the boat, some of the boys had paid for a handsome first class passage, while others landed with small fortunes.

A few days out, the anti-aircraft crews started practicing periodically. They opened up with 40 mm and .50 Caliber
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