FRAR

Var is a vast world of fear, and the individual soldier
partieipating in a war lives with the fear of death. Ferhape
because I was in the Infantry I believe I have seen war in ite
most fearful aspect., This war -inspired fear has an absolute
climaxs this c¢limax is reached only once. It over-shadows any
fear a person may have experienced before or can ever experience
afterwarde. During my first two days of war I experienced this
ultimate of fear.

I was section pergeant of the second section, second rlat-
oon of the 45th Infantry Division Reconnaissance Company. We
had landed in Siecily the dsy before, and already I had exper-
ienced encugh of the war tc make me afraid of death. 1 had
seen seven of our men killed in the streets of the city of
Vittoria. These men had been my friendsy we had lived in clese
contact for over two vears, and now they were gone. Their sud-
den disappearance frightened me. The fact that you could be
talking to a man one minute and see him fall dead the next was
difficult to comprehend. It took several davs to accustom youre
self to his absence. TVhen a man died someone else picked up his
rifle, his binoculars and compassj thus, his equirment remained
in the company, but the man was no longer there. This morbid
refiection was running through my mind as we turned onto the
Vittoria-Biscari highway.

Cur mission was simple: The platoon would move along the
highway in the directicn of Biscari to a small hill which would

overlook the town. There we would set uy our weapons and protect

the -left flank of the 179th Infantry, which was attacking Cosime



alirport. As we moved cautiously along the road, the signs of war
were evident around us. Ve saw several burned-out tanke and a
number of dead men beside the road. Some of the dead men were
American soldiers. They lay sprawled in the grotesque attitudes
of sudden death. Most of them had died bleeding - bleeding where
death had touched them with steel-tipped fingers. Already the
bodies were blcated and turning black, and the stench of decaying
flesh was in the air. Their dead eyes had turned the coler of
rire grapesy these ayes seemed to stare at us with the envy that
perhaps the dead feel of the living. All this back-wash of war
made me afraid - afraid that in a few hours I, too, would be
lying dead and decaying in the July sun.

Var magnifies time and distance, and it seemed hours before
we arrived at our destination. It was a small oblong hill criss-
croesed with the low stone walle so common in southern Sieily.

A we climbed to the crest of this hill we could almest feél the
gilence prevailling over the surrounding countryside. The only
sound we could hear was the dull booming rumble of the battle for
the airport eight or nine miles to the northeast. By the time we
had reached the summit and set up our weapons, the ominous silence
was getting on our nerves, and 1 was glad when the lLieutenant
ordered Corporal Potts and me to take a jeep, machine gun, and
two privates, and report our position to the Division command
post. We repoerted the rosition te the Division and began our
return to the hill.

Yhile returning alang the wreckage-strewn read, we encountered
an anti-tank gun crew digging an emplacement for their gun. The
frenzied hast of their digging and grim expressions en their



faces told us something was wrong. I questioned the sergeant in
charge of the gun. He informed me that the Germans were breaking
through the flank and that his gun had been ordered into position
to protect the road. This news made me uneasy as we again started
out te reach the now dubious safety of our iseolated plataon. AB
we approached the hill from the vitteria sida. we could see a thin
column of smoke rising from the crest and could hear the sound

of gun fire. Ve could distinguish between the long rapid burst

of the German machine guns and the less rapid burst of our own.
This scund of autematic weapons could have only one meaning = our
ylatoon was engaged with the enemy.

When we arrived at the reverse slope of the hill, we met an
American self-prepelled 7S5-pm howitzer. This half-track was moving
slowly, and several riflemen were deployed along the road beside
it. I dismounted from the jeep and signaled for them to stop. i
middle-aged Captain cpened the door and stepped out. I explained
to him that our platoon was under fire on the forward slope of the
hill and asked if he would please fire a few shells into the ares
beyond it. A startled expression apreared on his facej; he seemed
to hear the firing on the other side of the hill for the first
time. ifter a moment's silence he paid," My God, son, the GCermans
must have broken through 1" With this reply he and his crew
¢limbed into their half-track and roared away, leaving us standing
in the road. As I watched this last sorce of cutside hely disaprear,
the cold perspiration of fear drenched my body.

Suddenly the firing on the other side of the hill estopped,and
after a mrried consultation with Potts, we decided to set uyp

cur machine gun so it would cover the road. When this was done,



Potts and I decided we would leave the two privates to man the
gun while we went up the hill to see if the platoon needed our
help. Our decision to go up the hill was not motivated by pairi-
otism, inexperience and nothing else caussed us to do this
obviously stupid thing. ¥e began ascending the hill using one

of the knee-high stone walls for cover. The ominous silence of

& few hours before had returned, and with euch step my fright
became greater. My shirt was clinging to my shoulders like a

wet sheet, the beat of my heart was jarring my bvody, and my nerves
were tense and naked. Helding our rifles in readiness, we reached
the summit where we could look down on the forward slope. aAbout
one-fourth of the way down we could see a burning jeep. In front
of the jeep was a stone wall running north and south aleng the
face of the hill. Just beyond the wall and parallel to it was a
narrow road leading down the hillside, and just the other sids

of the road was a emall partially demclished stone house. Thinking
the platoon would be dug in on the other side of this house, we
began crawling down the hill in its direction, using for cever
another stene wall intersecting the one in front of the house.

AB we crawled past the burning Jeep, the ashes from the burned-
over grass momentarily choked and blinded us. When we reached the
stone fence in front of the demolished house, we flung ocurselves
over it and dashed to the shelter of the building. I stepped to
the corner of the house and looked in the direction of Biscari,
1 saw only the gentle slope of the hill leading down into a wide
valley covered with olive groves. I saw no sign of the platoon.
The only sound I cculd hear was the srack of the flames on the

burning jeep behind us. My eyes were ssarching for some movement



ameng the olive trees when suddenly a chain of red tracer bule
lets came arching over ocur heads intec the hillside behind us.

When I turned to see where they were striking, my eyves
fell on semething we had failed to see as we had crawled past
the burning jeep. ie I locked, my heart crawled up inte my
throat, and I felt the hair on the back of my neck bristle.

1 saw, lying in front of the jeep, the body of a man. His
clothing had been burned away and where his head should have
been, was & red smear. Corporal Fotte saw it toe, for his face
was & plcture of horror. While we stood transfixed by this gruee
some sight, we heard the snapping of tree limbs behind us. Ve
turned just in time to see two large clumps of brush fall apart
and & pair of German armered cars emerge. In an instant we dashed
back across the road and threw ourselves over the low wall. is
we leaped, the alr was alive with a series of loud metallic
cracks sc close together they blended into one long sound. The
force with which I hit the ground dazed me. Then I looked behing
me 1 saw that Corperal Fotte was still alive and unhurt. Ve then
began our struggle te safety.

Our only hore was in being able to craﬁl along the pro=-
tecting wall to the foct of the hill some two hundred yards in
front of us. There at the foot of the hill was a deep irrigation
diteh which weuld afford a means of eéscaye. Cne of the armored
cars came roaring along the road. is it pasced, the cccupants
threw several hand grenades over tha wall. The aar¥ap11tting
blast daged us and set our heads ringing. x '

The brassy heat of the mid-afternoon sun beat down upon
us, and when I strained my eyes in the direction of the irrie
gation ditch the demcing heat waves distorted my vision. Ceveral



machine guns opened fire on us from different points. Their
bullets were hitting the wall and skimming its top, pinning us
dewn behind it. To add to our danger, Eortar shells began falle.
ing en the hill just above us. The Jjarring blast of their ex-
plosione heralded the piercing whine of the fragmentes as they
whizzed over our heade. Ve were squimming and crawling toward
the irrigation diteh, but ocur pace was agonizingly slew. The
recky soil was tearing wy hands and knees,; my pack and gas mask
were snagging on the rocke and underbrush. In blind panic I
paused long enough to unsnap them and fling them away from me.
Fer some reason the armored cars never returned, But machine
gun bullets continued to rain down uyen use. They were traver-
ging the hillside and the dust from their impact enveloped us
in & thick brown fog. iy fear was sc great that I was incapable
of speech, for my throat was swollen and parched. I felt as
though someone had thrust a handful of cotten into my mouth
and then had withdrawn it, leaving a coating of fuzz inside.

iy stomach had turned to ice, my heartbeat was so streng that

I could feel my pulse pounding in my fingertips, and my mind
was struggling to keep back the waves of panic. The irrigatien
ditch was now only fifty or sixty yards away, but this crawling
pace was too slow. Vith every fi&&r of my being I wanted to
Jump up and run, but the groping fingere of reason told me teo
do 80 would mean instant death. The German supply of amruniticn
seemed inexhaustidle; they never slcwed the tempo of their fir.
ing. is we crawled the bullets cracked and popred, they chirped
and whistled as they tore through the air. Their noise was
yunctuated only by the blast of the mortar shells. This was the

hell of war, and by what strange quirk of fate we survived I



L4
do not know, nor do I ¥now the time we spent crawling to safely,
I reasoned later that the duration of this nightmare could have
been no longer thanm thirty minutes, but as I fell into the
irrigation diteh i1 seemed as though 1 had espent hours on the
hillside.

48 soen as we tumbled into the bottom of the diteh, the
Germans ceased firing as suddenly as they had begun. The diteh
was perhays twelve feet deeps, and it ranm in the direction of
a thick woods. Without a word we began running down the ditch
away from the German line and in the directicn of the wocd. ais
we entered the cover of the trees we met an american Infantry
battalien moving up to attack the hill. The Major in command
began questioning us about the disposition of the German trocys,
but 8o great was our fear that for several minutes neither
Potte nor myself waes able to speak, ifter answering his questiens,
we made our way to the Regimental Command FPost, where we found
the survivors of our platocn. They teld me that while Potte and
I had been reporting our pesition to the Division the Germans
had driven them frem the hill, killing the demolition Corperal
whose body we had seen beside the burning jeeyp and wounding
several cthers. Not knowing this Corporal Fottes and I had blune
dered inteo the German ypositions. Thus during our secape 1 had
reached and ypassed the erisis of fear.

This was only one afternoon of many afterncons of war, and
though I was in larger engagements, I never felt the degree of

fear 1 felt that Cundey afternoon, July 11, 1943.
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