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10th Armored Division Time Table

February 27, 1945 - Irsch, Germany

February 28, 1945 - Pellingen, Germany

March 1, 1945 - Trier, Germany

March 10, 1945 - Schweich, Germany

March 11, 1945 - Trier, Germany

March 16, 1945 - Zerf, Germany

March 17-19, 1945 - St. Wendel, Germany

March 20, 1945 - Kaiserslautern, Germany

March 21, 1945 - Annweiler, Germany

March 22, 1945 - Landau, Germany

March 23-27, 1945 - Ludwigshafen, Germany

March 28, 1945 - Worms, Germany

March 30, 1945 - Schwetzingen, Germany

March 31, 1945 - Speyer, Germany

April 2, 1945 - Bruchal, Germany

April 3, 1945 - Heilbronn, Germany

April 4-6, 1945 - Lauffen, Germany

April 7, 1945 - Assamstadt, Germany

April 8, 1945 - Crailsheim, Germany

April 10-11, 1945 - Bartenstein/Blaufelden, Germany

April 13, 1945 - Ohringen, Germany

April 16, 1945 - Schwabisch Hall, Germany

April 18, 1945 - Schwabisch Gmund, Germany

April 20, 1945 - Kircheim, Germany

April 22, 1945 - Ehingen, Germany

April 24-25, 1945 - Ulm, Germany

April 26, 1945 - Memmingen, Germany

April 27, 1945 - Kempten, Germany

April 27, 1945 - Imst, Austria

April 29, 1945 - Fussen, Germany

April 30, 1945 - Lermoos, Austria

End of War - Occupied Oberammergau/

                    Garmisch-Partenkirchen Area
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10th Armored Division Chronology

Activated - 15 Jul 1942

Arrived ETO - 23 Sep 1944

Arrived Continent (D+109) - 23 Sep 1944

Entered combat - 2 Nov 1944

Days in combat - 124

Casualties

Killed - 710

Wounded - 3,400

Missing - 586

Captured - 1

Battle Casualties 4,697

Non-battle casualties - 3,684

Total Casualties - 8,381

Percent of T/O strength - 78.5%

Campaigns
Ardennes

Rhineland

Central Europe

Individual Awards
DSC - 19

Legion of Merit - 12

Silver Star - 217

Soldier’s Medal - 23

Bronze Star - 1400

Air Medal - 13

DFC - 2

 German Prisoners of War Captured - 43,208



10th Armored Division Organic Units

Headquarters Company

Reserve Command

3d Tank Bn

11th Tank Bn

21st Tank Bn

20th Armored Inf Bn

54th Armored Inf Bn

61st Armored Inf Bn

10th Armored Division Trains

132d Ordinance Maintenance Bn

80th Armored Medical Bn

Combat Command A

Combat Command B

90th Cavalry Rcn Sq (Mecz)

55th Armored Engineer Bn

150th Armored Signal Co

10th Armored Division Artillery

419th Armored FA Bn

420th Armored FA Bn

423d Armored FA Bn

Military Police Platoon

Band

 ✯ 1 6 2  D A Y S ✯



3-13. Bronze Star Medal

a. The Bronze Star Medal 
was established by Executive 
Order 9419, 4 February 1944 
(superseded by Executive Or-
der 11046, 24 August 1962).

b. The Bronze Star Medal is 
awarded to any person who, 
while serving in any capac-
ity in or with the Army of the 
United States after 6 De-
cember 1941, distinguished 
himself or herself by heroic 
or meritorious achievement 
or service, not involving 
participation in aerial flight, 
in connection with military 
operations against an armed 
enemy; or while engaged in 
military operations involv-
ing conflict with an oppos-
ing armed force in which the 
United States is not a bellig-
erent party.

c. Awards may be made for acts of heroism, performed 
under circumstances described above, which are of lesser 
degree than required for the award of the Silver Star.

d. The Bronze Star Medal may be awarded for meritorious 
achievement or meritorious service according to the following:

      (1) Awards may be made to recognize single acts of merit 
or meritorious service. The lesser degree than that required for 
the award of the Legion of Merit must nevertheless have been 
meritorious and accomplished with distinction.

b  r  o  n  Z  e   s  t  a  r   r  e  q  u  i  r  e  m  e  n  t  s
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      (2) Award may be made by letter application to Commander, 
ARPERCEN, ATTN: DARP-VSE-A, 9700 Page Boulevard, St. Louis, 
MO 63132-5200 (enclosing documentary evidence, if possible), 
to each member of the Armed Forces of the United States who 
after 6 December 1941, has been cited in orders or awarded a 
certificate for exemplary conduct in ground combat against an 
armed enemy between 7 December 1941 and 2 September 1945, 
inclusive, or whose meritorious achievement has been other 
wise confirmed by documents executed prior to 1 July 1947. 
For this purpose, an award of the Combat Infantryman Badge 
or Combat Medical Badge is considered as a citation in orders. 
Documents executed since 4 August 1944 in connection with 
recommendations for the award of decorations of higher degree 
than the Bronze Star Medal will not be used as the basis for an 
award under this paragraph.

(3) Upon letter application, award of the Bronze Star Medal may 
be made to eligible soldiers who participated in the Philippine 
Islands Campaign between 7 December 1941 to 10 May 1942. 
Performance of duty must have been on the island of Luzon or 
the Harbor Defenses in Corregidor and Bataan. Only soldiers 
who were awarded the Distinguished Unit Citation (Presidential 
Unit Citation) may be awarded this decoration. Letter appli-
cation should be sent to the Commander, ARPERCEN, ATTN: 
DARP-VSE-A, 9700 Page Boulevard, St. Louis, MO 63132-5200.

b  r  o  n  Z  e   s  t  a  r   r  e  q  u  i  r  e  m  e  n  t  s
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Copy of General Orders #107, 10th Arm. Div, 1945 awarding 
Melvin Engle with the Bronze Star Medal



 ✯ 1 6 2  D A Y S ✯

Engle family photo c.1937
Melvin third from right. Bud second from right. 

Bob fourth from right.
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   Let me say right from the beginning that this book is 

unapologetically about one man, my dad, Melvin Charles 

Engle. It recounts the events he experienced as a co-

driver/machine gunner during the 162 days (hence the 

name of the book) from departing the United States, to 

his departure from Europe at the end of the war. These 

are things he did and things he may have seen as a mem-

ber of Combat Command B (CCB) in the 11th Tank Bat-

talion, 10th Armored Division of the Seventh Army during 

World War II, also known as the Tiger Division or Ghost 

Division. In my opinion, he is one of the most humble and 

honorable men to have served during that period.

   If asked, he’d say he was just doing his duty, his part, 

as so many others say when asked about those times 

when iron will, a strong determination, and unnerving 

loyalty was required. He seldom talks about those years 

and most of the events that took place. I believe, on the 

other hand, that people should know about and continu-

ally be reminded of what he and so many others did for 

each and everyone of us who’ve never had a chance to 

show our appreciation.

   Two things you have to remember while reading this 

book. 1) I’m not a writer, so please forgive any awkward-

ness. 2) Nor am I a historian. I’ve done my best to be ac-

curate as to history, events, and places. But a great deal 

i
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of history has been lost both in physical terms and in the 

fading memories of the vets who participated in World 

War II. I’ve read recently that we’re losing approximately 

1200-1500 World War II veterans per day. Soon the only 

vehicle left to tell the story of WWII will be in the form of 

books, movies, and old news reels. Veterans’ memories 

are fading exponentially with each passing year. The de-

tails become more dim. But that is to be expected. Think 

about it, what did you do on the second day of your va-

cation two years ago? Last year? Can’t remember? Now, 

remember that we’re talking about events that took place 

over sixty-five years ago. Yes, it’s frustrating to lose so 

much information to the years. Unfortunate, but unavoid-

able.

   Additionally, many official records no longer exist. In 

the 1950’s many WWII documents and files were de-

stroyed intentionally by the government. They were 

deemed unnecessary to keep. And in July, 1973 a large 

fire consumed most of the military personnel records kept 

in a St. Louis, Missouri, warehouse. Records dating from 

World War I through the Vietnam era.

   While I don’t know the exact dates and locations of 

many of the events that Dad participated in, I’ve done 

quite a bit of research on the Seventh Army, 10th Ar-

mored Division, and with the help of what Dad does re-

member, I believe I can place many of the occurrences in, 

or very near, their proper place in history. Should anyone 

who reads this be able to correct any errors, I’d welcome 

the corrections.

i i
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   I’ve sprinkled this with lots of historic background con-

cerning the Seventh Army, but mostly the Third Army, 

which is the army that the Tenth Armored Division was 

assigned to during much of the time period for which this 

book is written. So at the very least, you’ll get a small 

dose of history and hopefully learn something of the two 

Armies. The Third Army was under the direct command 

of General George S. (Smith) Patton. Actually it is very for-

tunate that his division, the 10th Armored, was assigned 

to the Third Army because General Patton and his com-

mand have probably had more written about them than 

any other general or army during World War II. That’s 

why it has been much easier to research the events in 

this book than if the 10th Armored had been strictly con-

fined to the Seventh Army during those months.

   During the Battle of the Bulge (Ardennes Offensive) in 

December, 1944, to January, 1945, the 10th Armored 

Division suffered relatively heavy losses as did most 

American and Allied divisions. On Sunday, December 17, 

1944, the Germans began their Ardennes Offensive which 

for all practical purposes became what we commonly call 

the Battle of the Bulge. The German plan was to drive an 

army east deep into Belgium and split the allied forces in 

half north to south. The 10th Armored was given respon-

sibility to protect Bastogne, Belgium, and consequently 

the Third Army’s left flank. Patton himself called for 

Combat Command B of the 10th Armored (later to be the 

Combat Command that Melvin was part of) to be sent to 

defend Bastogne. The 10th Armored was the sole combat 
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unit at the time, defending Bastogne against eight Ger-

man divisions until the 101st Airborne Division, which 

was being refitted in France, could join them and dig in 

before the city could be completely encircled by German 

forces. For the duration of the battle, the 10th Armored 

Division was assigned to the 101st Airborne Division fight-

ing as a combined unit.

   In early February, 1945, General Patton required an-

other armored division in order to initiate the attack on 

Trier, Germany, and make a run east straight through 

the Saar-Mosselle Triangle and the enemy. Patton again 

made an appeal to SHAEF (Supreme Headquarters Allied 

Expeditionary Forces) for either the 9th or the 10th Ar-

mored Division which was already held in reserve status. 

SHAEF, in the event you don’t recognize the name, is the 

group of commanders and officers that you always see 

in the old war movies standing around a huge table in a 

dimly lit smoky room. The table usually has a big gridded 

map of Europe on it with all those tiny models of tanks 

and airplanes and replicas of divisions that they move 

from place to place on the map with a long paddle just as 

someone rushes in with an emergency communique.

   On Tuesday, February 20, 1945, the 10th Armored Di-

vision was reassembled at Metz, France, and rejoined the 

XX Corps during its reserve period. For security reasons 

the 10th Armored, also known as the “Tigers,” were or-

dered to strip all identification from their vehicles includ-

ing tanks, and all shoulder patches from their uniforms. 

This order would remain in effect throughout the war. 

iv
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The intended purpose was to hide from the Germans the 

true identity of which division they were fighting and where 

they could be located, causing the German army to nick-

name them the “Ghost Division.”

   General Patton’s request for an additional armored divi-

sion was answered by being granted use of the 10th Ar-

mored for the attack on Trier, March 1, 1945. However, 

there was one contingency. Since removing the 10th Ar-

mored from the reserve status would leave no armored 

division left in reserve, as required by SHAEF, Patton was 

granted the division with the agreement that the 10th Ar-

mored would be used only for the capture of Trier which 

was one of Germany’s major industrial cities at that time. 

Patton was to return the division back to reserve status as 

soon as Trier was safely in Allied hands, or until Sunday, 

February 25, 1945, whichever came first.

   On February 23, General Patton realized that the best 

he could do was secure the 10th Armored for another 

forty-eight hours before he’d have to send another divi-

sion back into reserve to replace it. On February 25 Patton 

had scheduled lunch with General Middleton, Walker and 

Gaffey. General Bradley had invited himself to the lunch 

meeting. In his typical fashion, Patton “coached” the other 

three generals as to what they should say during lunch in 

order to pressure General Bradley into letting the 3rd Army 

continue to use the 10th Armored Division against Trier. 

Bradley agreed to let Patton use the 10th until dark on Feb-

ruary 27 if he would designate the 90th Infantry Division a 

reserve division in order to comply with SHAEF rules.

v



   On February 27 the 10th Armored Division advanced to 

within just 5 miles of Trier with resistance from the Ger-

man 2nd Mountain Division. With the deadline for retain-

ing the 10th expiring, Patton called General Bradley at 

dark informing him that he was just outside of Trier and 

asked if he could keep the 10th for the duration of the 

attack. Bradley told Patton to keep going until he (Brad-

ley) was ordered by higher authority to tell Patton to stop. 

Bradley then added that he himself would make it a point 

to be away from the phone. Such were the methods that 

General Patton would employ in order to shift the war in 

his favor and to advance forward, always.

   On Thursday, March 1, 1945, at 2:15 p.m., General 

Walker, who was the forward general, dispatched a mes-

sage to General Patton informing him that Trier, the old-

est city in northern Europe, as well as the 2000-year-old 

Romerbrucker (Roman Bridge) had been captured. 

   That was over sixty years ago. To some it may seem like 

a very long time ago. To others like the veterans, I’m sure 

the emotions it evokes make it feel as though it happened 

just yesterday.

   So much has changed over the years, especially our 

perspective on war and what is acceptable and what is 

not acceptable in terms of losses. Melvin was in combat 

from March, 1945, through VE day on Monday, May 7, 

1945. During those last few months, Adolph Hitler became 

even more disturbed and desperate. These were among 

the hardest fought months of the war. To put it into per-

spective, in the past three years since the current Iraq 
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war began in March, 2003, there have unfortunately been 

2700 total American soldier deaths inclusive of all the 

branches of the military. During World War II, casualties 

were an unbelievably higher figure. The Battle of the Bulge 

alone accounted for 77,000 allied casualties in only about 

30 days. During the months just prior to the end of World 

War II, casualties reported for the Third Army alone were 

approximately 2000 per month. How many more marines, 

sailors, and airmen should be added to this figure? Here’s 

the answer: there were 291,000 total US battle deaths in 

World War II.

   During the last year of the war, the situation for Ger-

many had become so desperate that even Adolph Hitler’s 

highest ranking officers had made attempts to assassinate 

him. The famed German tank commander Erwin Rommel 

was just one of them. Upon being implicated in a bombing 

attempt against Hitler, Rommel committed suicide to avoid 

the tortuous fate of the eight others accused. 

  I believe the best way to demonstrate the nature of war 

during that period is to recount the famous speech pre-

sented by General George Patton to his troops on June 5, 

1944, just one day before these troops were to board ships 

and transports of all types to cross the English Channel 

and land on Normandy beaches--D-Day, June 7, 1944.

   You may think you’ve heard this speech, that you know  

it because you’ve watched the popular “Patton” movie 

where George C. Scott stands on a stage in front of that 

big American flag during the address at the beginning of 

the film. I assure you, the “movie” speech, while captur-

vii



ing some of the flavor and flair of George Patton and his 

philosophy of war, was highly sanitized for a viewing audi-

ence. What follows is his entire unedited speech as deliv-

ered that day. 

   Imagine a clear fresh English morning somewhere near 

Stourport-on-Severn, England. You’re sitting on a hillside 

with thousands of fellow soldiers all eagerly awaiting the 

famous General George S. Patton. A captain approaches 

the microphone on stage and orders that when the general 

arrives “the band will play the General’s March and you 

will stand at attention.”

   Finally, a long shiny car arrives, and the general is es-

corted up to the stage. As in the familiar movie, he’s wear-

ing a gleaming helmet, shiny brown knee-high boots, and 

his Colt .45 pearl-handled Peacemaker in a holster on his 

right hand side.

   He begins…

The speech given somewhere in England. 

Monday, June 5, 1944.

“Be seated.”

   Men, this stuff that some sources sling around about 

America wanting out of this war, not wanting to fight, is 

a crock of bullshit. Americans love to fight, traditionally. 

All real Americans love the sting and clash of battle. You 

are here today for three reasons. First, because you are 

here to defend your homes and your loved ones. Sec-

ond, you are here for your own self-respect, because you 

vii i
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would not want to be anywhere else. Third, you are here 

because you are real men and all real men like to fight. 

When you, here, every one of you, were kids, you all 

admired the champion marble player, the fastest runner, 

the toughest boxer, the big league ball players, and the 

All-American football players.

   Americans love a winner. Americans will not tolerate 

a loser. Americans despise cowards. Americans play to 

win all of the time. I wouldn’t give a hoot in hell for a 

man who lost and laughed. That’s why Americans have 

never lost nor will ever lose a war; for the very idea of 

losing is hateful to an American.

   You are not all going to die. Only two percent of you 

right here today would die in a major battle. Death must 

not be feared. Death, in time, comes to all men. Yes, 

every man is scared in his first battle. If he says he’s 

not, he’s a liar. Some men are cowards but they fight 

the same as the brave men or they get the hell slammed 

out of them watching men fight who are just as scared 

as they are. The real hero is the man who fights even 

though he is scared. Some men get over their fright in a 

minute under fire. For some, it takes an hour. For some, 

it takes days. But a real man will never let his fear 

of death overpower his honor, his sense of duty to his 

country, and his innate manhood.

   Battle is the most magnificent competition in which a 

human being can indulge. It brings out all that is best 

and it removes all that is base.

   Americans pride themselves on being “He Men” and 

ix



they ARE “He Men.” Remember that the enemy is just as 

frightened as you are, and probably more so. Because 

they are not supermen!

   All through your Army careers, you men have bitched 

about what you call “chicken shit drilling.” That, like ev-

erything else in this Army, has a definite purpose. That 

purpose is alertness. Alertness must be bred into every 

soldier. I don’t give a fuck for a man who’s not always 

on his toes. You men are veterans or you wouldn’t be 

here. You are ready for what’s to come. A man must be 

alert at all times if he expects to stay alive. If you’re not 

alert, sometime, a German son-of-an-asshole-bitch is go-

ing to sneak up behind you and beat you to death with 

a sockful of shit! There are four hundred neatly marked 

graves somewhere in Sicily, all because one man went 

to sleep on the job. But they are German graves, be-

cause we caught the bastard asleep before they did!

   An Army is a team. It lives, sleeps, eats, and fights 

as a team. This individual heroic stuff is pure horseshit. 

The bilious bastards who write that kind of stuff for 

the Saturday Evening Post don’t know any more about 

real fighting under fire than they know about fucking! 

We have the finest food, the finest equipment, the best 

spirit, and the best men in the world. Why, by God, I 

actually pity those poor sons-of-bitches we’re going up 

against. By God, I do!

   My men don’t surrender, and I don’t want to hear of 

any soldier under my command being captured unless 

he has been hit. Even if you are hit, you can still fight 

x
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back. That’s not just bullshit either. The kind of man 

that I want in my command is just like the lieutenant in 

Libya, who, with a Nazi Kraut poking a Luger against 

his chest, jerked off his helmet, swept the gun aside 

with one hand, and busted the hell out of the Kraut with 

his helmet. Then he jumped on the gun and went out 

and killed another German before they knew what the 

hell was coming off. And, all of that time, this man had 

a bullet through a lung. There was a real man!

   All of the real heroes are not storybook combat fight-

ers, either. Every single man in this Army plays a vital 

role. Don’t ever let up. Don’t ever think that your job is 

unimportant. Every man has a job to do and he must do 

it. Every man is a vital link in the great chain.

   What if every truck driver suddenly decided that he 

didn’t like the whine of those shells overhead, turned 

yellow, and jumped headlong into a ditch? The cowardly 

bastard could say, ‘Hell, they won’t miss me, just one 

man in thousands.’ But, what if every man thought that 

way? Where in the hell would we be now? What would 

our country, our loved ones, our homes, even the world, 

be like?

   No, Goddamnit, Americans don’t think like that. Every 

man does his job. Every man serves the whole. Every 

department, every unit, is important in the vast scheme 

of this war. The ordnance men are needed to supply 

the guns and machinery of war to keep us rolling. The 

Quartermaster is needed to bring up food and clothes 

because where we are going there isn’t a hell of a lot to 

xi



steal. Every last man on K.P. has a job to do, even the 

one who heats our water to keep us from getting the 

‘G.I. Shits.’

   Each man must not think only of himself, but also of 

his buddy fighting beside him. We don’t want yellow 

cowards in this Army. They should be killed off like 

rats! If not, they will go home after this war and breed 

more cowards. The brave men will breed more brave 

men. Kill off the Goddamned cowards and we will have 

a nation of brave men.

   One of the bravest men that I ever saw was a fellow 

on top of a telegraph pole in the midst of a furious fire-

fight in Tunisia. I stopped and asked what the hell he 

was doing up there at a time like that. He answered, 

‘Fixing the wire, Sir.’ I asked, ‘Isn’t that a little un-

healthy right about now?’ He answered, ‘Yes Sir, but the 

Goddamned wire has to be fixed.’ I asked, ‘Don’t those 

planes strafing the road bother you?’ And he answered, 

‘No, Sir, but you sure as hell do!’ Now, there was a real 

man. A real soldier. There was a man who devoted all 

he had to his duty, no matter how seemingly insignifi-

cant his duty might appear at the time, no matter how 

great the odds.

   And you should have seen those trucks on the rode 

to Tunisia. Those drivers were magnificent. All day and 

all night they rolled over those son-of-a-bitching roads, 

never stopping, never faltering from their course, with 

shells bursting all around them all of the time. We got 

through on good old American guts!

xii
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   Many of those men drove for over forty consecutive 

hours. These men weren’t combat men, but they were 

soldiers with a job to do. They did it, and in one hell of a 

way they did it. They were part of a team. Without team 

effort, without them, the fight would have been lost. All 

of the links in the chain pulled together and the chain 

became unbreakable.

   Don’t forget, you men don’t know that I’m here. No 

mention of that fact is to be made in any letters. The 

world is not supposed to know what the hell hap-

pened to me. I’m not supposed to be commanding this 

Army. I’m not even supposed to be here in England. Let 

the first bastards to find out be the Goddamned Ger-

mans! Someday I want to see them raise up on their 

piss-soaked hind legs and howl, ‘Jesus Christ, it’s the 

Goddamned Third Army again and that son-of-a-fuck-

ing-bitch Patton.’ We want to get the hell over there. The 

quicker we clean up this Goddamned mess, the quicker 

we can take a little jaunt against the purple pissing 

Japs and clean out their nest, too. Before the God-

damned Marines get all of the credit!

   Sure, we want to go home. We want this war over 

with. The quickest way to get it over with is to go get the 

bastards who started it! The quicker they are whipped, 

the quicker we can go home. The shortest way home is 

through Berlin and Tokyo. And when we get to Berlin, I 

am personally going to shoot that paper hanging son-of-

a-bitch Hitler. Just like I’d shoot a snake!

   When a man is lying in a shell hole, if he just stays 
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there all day, a German will get to him eventually. The 

hell with that idea. The hell with just sitting back and 

taking it! My men don’t dig foxholes. I don’t want them 

to. Foxholes only slow up an offensive. Keep moving. 

And don’t give the enemy time to dig one either. We’ll 

win this war, but we’ll win it only by fighting and by 

showing the Germans that we’ve got more guts than 

they have; or ever will have. We’re not going to just 

shoot the sons-of-bitches, we’re going to rip out their liv-

ing Goddamned guts and use them to grease the treads 

of our tanks. We’re going to murder those lousy Hun 

cocksuckers by the bushel-fucking-basket!

   War is a bloody, killing business. You’ve got to spill 

their blood, or they will spill yours! Rip them up the 

belly. Shoot them in the guts. When shells are hitting all 

around you and you wipe the dirt off your face and real-

ize that instead of dirt it’s the blood and guts of what 

once was your best friend beside you, you’ll know what 

to do!

   I don’t want to get any messages saying, ‘I am hold-

ing my position.” We are not holding a Goddamned 

thing. Let the Germans do that! We are advancing con-

stantly and we are not interested in holding onto any-

thing, except the enemy’s balls! We are going to twist 

his balls and kick the living shit out of him all of the 

time. Our basic plan of operation is to advance and to 

keep on advancing regardless of whether we have to go 

over, under, or through the enemy. We are going to go 

through him like crap through a goose; like shit through 
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a tin horn!

   From time to time there will be some complaints that 

we are pushing our people too hard. I don’t give a good 

Goddamn about such complaints. I believe in the old 

and sound rule that an ounce of sweat will save a gal-

lon of blood. The harder WE push, the more Germans we 

will kill. The more Germans we kill, the fewer of our men 

will be killed.

   Pushing means fewer casualties. I want you all to re-

member that.

   There is one great thing that you men will all be able 

to say after this war is over and you are home once 

again. You may be thankful that twenty years from now 

when you are sitting by the fireplace with your grand-

son on your knee and he asks you what you did in the 

great World War II, you WON’T have to cough, shift him 

to the other knee and say, ‘Well, your Granddaddy 

shoveled shit in Louisiana.’

   No, Sir, you can look him straight in the eye and say, 

‘Son, your Granddaddy rode with the Great Third Army 

and a Son-of-a-Goddamned-Bitch named Georgie Pat-

ton!’

“That is all.”
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T h e  L e t t e r

S outhern Indiana in August is hot and so dry 

that the ground is usually cracked by that 

time of the year. But when you grow up living and 

working on a farm, you get used to the hot sum-

mers.

   The Engle farm consisted of forty acres of de-

cent land in Starlight, Indiana. Most of it was flat 

with a plateau that the house was situated on. It 

had been in the family for nearly 100 years by the 

time 1944 rolled around, and who knows how long 

it had been worked prior to the Engles’ ownership. 

The Engles, Gesenheus, Books, Freibergers were 

all family names well known in the community 

and among the first of French/German ancestry to 

settle and make homes in the hilly high ground of 

this part of Indiana. Most of these families immi-

grated to America in the early to mid-1800’s.  

   Melvin was the fifth of eight children, five girls 

and three boys. Born on January 21, he was just 

nineteen years old in August of 1944. A hard-

working farm boy, he was the middle son. He was 

educated through the eighth grade, but he had 
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to leave school, as many young farm boys of that 

era did, in order to work the farm and support the 

family. Day in 

and day out, 

he shouldered 

responsibili-

ties that not 

only made 

him physi-

cally strong 

but also gave 

him strength 

of character.

   Monday, Au-

gust 7, 1944, the mail truck motored up and down 

the gravel country roads in Starlight, its engine 

straining as it ground its way up the rolling hills. 

Easing as it topped each peak, it coasted down the 

other side past the tall steeple of St. Mary’s Cath-

olic Church. Passing over the small creeks on the 

narrow one-lane bridges, it stopped only periodi-

cally to deliver mail that came not regularly, but 

only when enough had built up to justify a “mail 

run.” This was a rural farm area. Lots of corn. 

Lots of potatoes. Not many people.

    Monday was the day that “special” mail was re-

quired to be delivered, whether there was enough 

mail for a “run” or not.  It was war time, after all, 

and sacrifices had to be made of everyone, even 

T  H  E   L  E  T  T  E  R

Melvin 3rd from right. Bud second from right and Bob in 
front row. Sisters: Irma, Iola, Lil, Martha, and Anna Lee

Parents: Francis and William  c. 1937



 ✯ 1 6 2  D A Y S ✯

the local mailman. Immense sacrifices were re-

quired of the Starlight farm community, where 

there was a disproportionate number of young 

men. Families relied on having sons like Melvin 

and his brothers, who could help work the farm 

and support the family.

   This Monday brought with it a life-changing 

event, the kind that was becoming all-too familiar 

in the community. This day the mail truck turned 

right, onto Emmons Lane from St. Mary’s road. 

The lane was really nothing more than a glorified 

dusty wagon road that followed a winding creek at 

the base of a hill bordering the back of the Engle 

farm. It also bordered the Gesenheus farm, which 

bordered the Book farm and so on.

   Melvin was working in the cornfield behind the 

huge barn built of heavy oak timbers hewn from 

this very land long before he had been born. The 

field sat low on the acreage. The yellow two-story 

farmhouse, out buildings, and that big ‘ole friend-

ly-looking barn sat atop a plateau overlooking 

the lower twenty acres. The small creek that Em-

mons Lane followed flowed along just beyond the 

“lower twenty.” Just on the other side of the creek 

bank, the Knobs rose up like small mountains, 

fully choked with thick tree coverage to the very 

top and beyond. Good squirrel hunting in these 

woods. All of this was easily seen from the farm 

house and barn and gave the impression that the 
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lower field was sitting slightly in a bowl with the 

near side sloping down steeply just behind the 

barn. 

   Melvin’s younger brother, Bob, was in the yard 

tending to 

the chickens 

as he noticed 

a dust cloud 

at a distance 

well beyond 

the Gesen-

heus farm. 

Small at first 

and low on 

the horizon, 

the cloud began to grow closer and climb higher 

into the sky.  Soon he could make out the distinct 

shape of the mail truck as it passed the Gesen-

heus farm and headed up Emmons Lane to the top 

of the dusty Engle drive.

   For a young twelve-year -old country boy, receiv-

ing mail was both unusual and exciting.  Little 
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Engle farmhouse north view
c.1978
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brother Bob set down the chicken feed bucket and 

began walking the 150 yards up the drive barely 

covered with a thin layer of multi-colored creek 

rock. His anticipation getting the better of him 

as the truck drew closer, he broke into a trot in 

an attempt to meet it. Every twenty yards or so, 

he had to hurdle the mounded rainwater divert-

ers built up of clay and more creek rock. Without 

these diverters, the gentle slope of the drive would 

cause the rainwater to cascade down the drive. If 

allowed to pick up speed and enough momentum 

as it flowed, the creek rock would all be washed 

to the sides into the drainage ditch, or worse yet, 

into the yard next to the farm house.

  As brother Bob topped the drive and entered the 

road, he discovered he was too late. The truck had 

made its delivery seconds before and moved on, 

leaving little more to testify to its visit than a thin 

cloud kicked up by the large tires. And, one single 

envelope.

   Bob had seen an envelope similar to this one. 

Light brown in color, it had an interesting little 

window cut into the front to reveal the name and 

address of the recipient. He’d seen one like this 

a couple of years before, and he wasn’t sure he 

liked seeing another one. The last one had come 

addressed to Wilfred, his older brother whom they 

all called “Bud.” Bob knew that two years previ-

ously when Bud received his brown envelope, he’d 
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had to leave the farm a short time later.  He went 

to someplace called Europe. Although he wasn’t 

exactly sure where it was on a map, or really why 

his big brother had to go there, he knew it wasn’t 

a good place. Bud had left his letter lying on the 

washstand tucked just inside the door leading to 

the outside from the kitchen. When his mother 

Francis picked up the letter and read it, tears 

came to her eyes. She was a strong, proud country 

woman, and Bob had never before seen anything 

affect her in this way even though she’d seen her 

share of hard times. 

   Now, here was another letter. This time the 

name peering through the little open window said 

Melvin Charles Engle, his only other brother.

   Young Bob carefully slid the brown envelope 

into the front chest pocket of his ill-fitting, worn 

cover -alls. He was in no hurry to take this letter 

to his brother. He sauntered back down the drive 

kicking at the larger creek rocks sending them 

flying off the drive and into the drainage ditch. 

Sometimes they would fly up and over the diverter 

mounds, catapulting them several feet into the air. 

He stopped to investigate the small crab apple tree 

off to his right half way back down the driveway.

   Unable to stall any longer, he walked directly 

towards the barn, taking the horse-and-wagon 

path around the right side. 

   The path meandered away from the barn down 
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the slope turning left and emptying onto the low-

er cornfield where Melvin still was working. Bob 

made his way through the corn, taller than he was 

at this time of the summer. When he reached Mel-

vin, he wordlessly pulled the envelope slowly out 

of his chest pocket and handed it to him. 

   On Wednesday, September 6, 1944, Melvin 

would be inducted into the United States Army.  

As dif ficult as it would be to leave the farm, the 

hardest part would be to show this letter to his 

mother.

   This probably all sounds a bit dramatic to the 

reader. It was intentional. Many times the seem-

ingly unimportant moments surrounding an im-

portant event are the ones most easily forgotten.

  What we do know is that Melvin was, in fact, in-

ducted on Wednesday, September 6, 1944, at Fort 

Benjamin Harrison in Indianapolis, Indiana.

   From there he was sent to Ft. Knox, Kentucky, 

for basic training, including training as a large-

equipment/tank driver.

   At about the time the Battle of the Bulge, or 

Ardennes Offensive as it is also known, began 

(Christmas 1944) in Belgium, Melvin was sent 

back home to Starlight for a ten-day leave. He 

knew that after his leave ended, he’d almost im-

mediately be sent to Camp Shanks, New York, for 

additional battle training and then shipped for 
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duty in the European Theater to replace the re-

cent heavy Allied casualties suffered at Bastogne, 

Belgium.
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Camp Shanks, New York

Early in the war, the American forces in the Eu-

ropean theater had no reliable supply line in 

Europe or Great Britain. The result was a poorly 

equipped army which many times had to wage bat-

tle with very poor quality or damaged equipment.

   Camp Shanks became the answer to the supply 

problem. Located in Orangeburg, New York, about 

18 miles north of New York City, it was built to 

accommodate approximately 50,000 soldiers. In 

September, 1942, nearly 2040 acres of land was 

seized from private hands. One hundred thirty 

homes were lost in order to build the camp. Camp 

Shanks was in many ways literally thrown to-

gether between September, 1942, and May, 1943, 

in order to cre-

ate a reliable 

staging area for 

over 1.3 million 

troops shipping 

to Europe 

throughout the 

war. At first, 
Camp Shanks, NY



equipment was collected, repaired or replaced, 

and sent with the soldiers on the voyage to Europe 

because no depots existed on the other side of the 

sea.

   From May, 1943, to November, 1944, troops car -

ried with them all of the equipment they required 

in duffle or barracks bags. After November of that 

year the aspect of final staging at Camp Shanks 

ended, as most necessary equipment and sup-

plies could be attained in England. Supply depots 

had finally been constructed and stocked. Camp 

Shanks became strictly an embarkation point.

  The barracks at Camp Shanks where soldiers 

were housed were 20´ x 100´ with two rows of 

bunks and only three coal-burning pot-bellied 

stoves providing limited heat in each barrack. 

Camp Shanks and two other camps nearby became 

the largest military staging area in the world.

   When troops were notified of “Alert” status 

they knew that within twelve hours they would 

be shipped out across the Atlantic. Soldiers were 

told to remove their division sleeve patches. Their 

helmets were chalked with a letter and a number 

indicating their marching order from the camp 

to the train and subsequent rail car they were to 

board.

   After a short train ride of four miles or so, the 

departing troops arrived at the mile-long dock 

(Piermont Pier) of Weehawken, New Jersey. There, 
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a series of harbor 

boats ferried the 

soldiers to waiting 

troop ships. Pier -

mont Pier, also re-

ferred to as “Last 

Stop USA” during 

the war years, was 

originally built 

in the mid-1800’s 

to facilitate loading 

and unloading steam freight trains travelling to 

and from New York City. Once safely transferred 

aboard the harbor ferries, troops were transported 

across the harbor to Manhattan’s west side. At 

Pier 88, troop ships waited to take nearly 40,000 

anxious soldiers per month to England, Scotland, 

or France.

   This is the procedure that Melvin went through 

on Satur -

day, Febru-

ary 24, 1945, 

C A M P  S  H A  N K S ,   N  E  W  Y  O R K

Ferry terminal 
at Weehawken, 
NJ.  Note the 
troop transports 
across the Hud-
son in Manhat-
tan, NY.
Empire State 
Building in far 
background.

Boxcars used to transport soldiers to 
Weehawken, NJ.

11



 ✯ 1 6 2  D A Y S ✯

C A M P  S  H A  N K S ,   N  E  W  Y  O R K

Troop transports docked at Pier 88 

as he boarded his troop ship. It would be the last 

time he would see America or walk on American 

soil for over six months. He was on his way to an 

unknown destination in Europe, to do who knew 

what, and come back home who knew when.
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Close up modern aerial of Pier 88

Route from Weehawken to Pier 88
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Camp Shanks Museum poster 
showing insignia of divisions 

which left for Europe. Note 
10th armored insignia at 

lower right.

Camp Shanks marker Camp Shanks monument 
honoring soldiers who de-

parted for Europe.
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The  North Atlantic

   T   he name of the troop transport which carried 

Melvin to Gourock, Scotland, is unknown. 

Port records don’t exist from those years in any 

known fashion that I ’ve been able to uncover.

   Two of the more historic transports, the USS 

West Point and the HMT Queen Mary were al-

ready out to sea that day. The West Point had 

left Gourock for Boston on February 20, and 

the Queen Mary arrived in Gourock the very day 

Melvin departed New York. Those records do ex-

ist.

   Melvin was placed on one of the many me-

dium-sized cruise ships pressed into transport 

service by the United States government dur -

ing the war era. His ship would have normally 

carried 900 pleasure cruise passengers during 

peace time. This day it carried no fewer than 

2700 soldiers.

   It was the largest ship Melvin had ever been 

on. Actually, it was the only ship he had ever 

been on, up to that point. Pier 88 was long and 

narrow and located at the western terminus of 
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48th Street in Manhattan, New York, where it 

intersected with 12th Avenue, only a stone’s 

throw from Central Park.

   He would have boarded the troop transport 

over a small gang way and reported to his bunk,  

immediately stowing his personal gear carried 

onto the ship in the one and only duf fel bag al-

lowed. All soldiers on board would then muster 

on the top deck for f inal roll  call and instruc-

tion for the long North Atlantic crossing. This 

would not be a pleasurable leisure cruise.

   On the afternoon of Saturday, February 24, 

1945, the ship pulled away from Pier 88 with 

the help of a small harbor tug and turned into 

the Hudson River. Slowly at f irst, but with in-

creasing intent, it powered down the Hudson. 

The Manhattan skyline was on the left-hand 

side of the ship, the buildings reaching high 

into the sky. Only eight or nine blocks to the 

east, the Empire State Building was fully l it now 

by the now western sun. This building was only 

months away from a tragedy eerily similar to the 

2001, September 11, attacks on the World Trade 

Center. However, it would be completely acci-

dental.

   Down the Hudson they traveled, passing Ellis 

Island and the Statue of Liberty on their right 

hand side. Many of the soldiers aboard had nev-

er seen these two sites. Even though less than 
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a century before, some of their relatives had 

come to know Ellis Island quite personally. It 

had been ninety-nine years since Melvin’s great-

great-grandparents, Matthias and Angeline En-

gle, and their seven children had made the jour -

ney from Prussia (Alsace Lorraine) to the United 

States of America. Perhaps they followed a re-

verse route to the one that Melvin was currently 

traveling.

   The seas were heavy on the voyage to Scot-

land. On her return trip, the USS West Point 

reported hurricane force gales. Mountainous 

waves sheered of f stanchions and bent ladders 

on deck as the waves crashed into the ship. It 

would be this storm that Melvin and his ship 

would run through days later, but on the op-

posite side of the Atlantic, as the storm swept 

from East to West.

   The voyage across the Atlantic took eight long 

days. Eight days of zig-zagging back and forth to 

avoid a well launched torpedo from a German U-

Boat. Eight days of high seas and seasick land 

lubbers. Eight days of being packed into a 20’ x 

15’ modified cabin with 27 other seasick men in 

bunks stacked four high to a row. In spite of the 

storms, it was usually preferable to be top deck 

rather than below deck with the stench of the 

hundreds of seasick men.

   One week later, on Saturday, March 3, 1945, 
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after completing a successful North Atlantic 

crossing, land finally appeared. Scotland.

   The troop ship navigated down the North 

Channel, up the much calmer waters of the 

Firth of Clyde, and found its dock at Gourock 

about twenty miles northwest of Glasgow. Gou-

rock was a small port town, and stil l  is to this 

day.

   Upon docking in Gourock, their journey was 

sti l l  not complete. Departing muster was initi-

ated on deck of the unidentif ied troop trans-

port. The soldiers were marched of f the ship, 

f inally on dry land once again. Staying in forma-

tion was dif f icult after they departed the ship. 

They realized they had become accustomed to 

the sway of the sea. Not having their land legs 

yet, it was an ordeal to maintain the order of a 

straight l ine.
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Modern view of Gourock, Scotland



 ✯ 1 6 2  D A Y S ✯

Shown the way to the mess hall,  they were sur -

prised at how a small cramped gymnasium-sized 

building now seemed large and roomy as com-

pared to the highly confined quarters of the 

ship. With a full hot meal to satisfy their stom-

achs and plenty of hot cof fee to chase away the 

chil l  of the harsh winter Atlantic winds, they 

were led to a steam engine train with a seem-

ingly endless number of box cars trail ing far be-

hind. After the l ine of newly arrived soldiers had 

all cl imbed aboard their respective box cars, the 

old steam engine pulled forward with a jerk and 

gained moderate speed for the 350-mile rail ride 

south into England and on to Southampton situ-

ated on the southern coast of England facing 

the English Channel. This would be their depar -

ture port for Le Harve, France, in the coming 

days. And from there it was anyone’s guess as 

to where they would be sent next.
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ACROSS the  Channel
   

Monday, March 5, proved once again to be a very 

long day. Reveille sounded so early in the morn-

ing it could barely be considered the next day. Certain-

ly too early to be served any type of breakfast.

   As instructed on the previous day when they arrived 

in Southampton, elements of the group were assembled 

and placed onto open trucks that were immediately 

driven to the long steel and wood piers a short distance 

away. The beginning of this day was very similar to the 

morning that they had departed Camp Shanks a mere 

week and a half before. A cold drizzle fell through the 

thick fog rolling in from the Channel.

   They were told to climb down a rusty steel gang-way 

into a waiting steel grey LCT (Landing Craft Tank). The 

LCT was dwarfed by the length and height of the pier 

and by all of the much larger navy vessels and trans-

port ships tied up alongside the row of piers and other 

ships anchored out in the harbor. The drizzle contin-

ued to pelt their helmets and drip from the slightly 

turned rim. The morning was bitterly cold. Many of the 

men were surprised that the rivulets of rain and the 

slow drips weren’t forming strands of ice from their 

21
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helmets.

   LCT’s resembling large square floating bathtubs had 

been designed by British engineers in 1940. Since then 

they had been produced by both the United States and 

Great Brit-

ain. The 965 

LCT’s  built 

in U.S. ship-

yards dur-

ing World 

War II had 

no armor 

and were 

only lightly armed with two 20mm guns. They were 

never given names as ships traditionally are, but had 

only numbers painted on each side and the back. At 

a length of 117 feet and a beam width of 32 feet, the 

draft was an amazingly shallow 34 inches on the front 

end and 50 

inches in the 

back where the 

engine hous-

ing was placed. 

Typically, they 

were engineered 

to transport a 

variety of ve-

hicle configura-

tions and quan-

LCT (Landing Craft Tank)

For perspective a group of veterans aboard a LCT 
(Landing Craft Tank)
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tities to a beach-head. But normally they carried four 

medium tanks and could sustain a speed of 8 knots 

pushed forward by three 225 HP diesel engines and 

heavy triple screws. The front of the LCT was hinged at 

the bottom, and when lowered, formed a ramp which 

men and vehicles could use to disembark through the 

water. With any luck at all, it would be shallow water 

if the craft had enough force to drive itself in close. 

But many times they were forced to lower their ramps 

too far away from land, which would send vehicles and 

men laden with heavy gear directly to the bottom. 

   The one-hundred mile Channel crossing took nearly 

ten hours to complete. Only soldiers from the United 

States made the trip across the Channel to Le Harve, 

France. No Sherman tanks were aboard this time. The 

former few months of bloody battles, notably the Bulge, 

created an excess of armored vehicles. What was need-

ed at this point were additional soldiers to operate the 

many tanks, artillery, and half-tracks necessary to 

mobilize an army.

   As the cold drizzle fell and the air became even more 

dank, the soldiers aboard were exposed to the open 

air. Even as the nighttime turned into dawn during the 

long transport, it never turned brighter than a typical 

twilight at home. The troops were tucked away deep 

down in the vessels. The sides of the LCT offered little 

protection from the rain. Even if the sun had appeared, 

it would never have been high enough to warm the men 

who were standing, sitting, or lying down. 
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   Some of the soldiers tried to sleep the hours away. 

Some stood with the collars of their green wool over-

coats pulled high to their necks and their wool caps 

pulled as low as possible in an attempt to fend off the 

cold damp wind. Some soldiers wrote their first let-

ter home from this new far away place. Sadly, others 

would be writing their last letters home from this far 

away place. The one thing they all had in common was 

the extreme anxiety they felt about the coming days 

and months.
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Le  Harve , France

As the LCT drew nearer to the continent of Europe at 

Le Harve, France, in the late morning of Monday, 

March 5, the Channel became more calm. The rain had 

subsided at some point during the early morning al-

though no one had really noticed.

   The activity of the twelve-man LCT Mark V crew alerted 

the soldiers that they must be drawing nearer the land. 

The docks at Le Harve were almost always a bee-hive of 

activity. There were so few low-rising docks that seldom 

was there an opening left for the arrival of one lone LCT. 

So considering the intended purpose and capabilities of 

the craft, it was common, and very easy, for the com-

mander of the LCT simply to run the craft aground in an 

open area on shore, lower the front ramp, and let the pay-

load of men wade through the cold shallow water and up 

onto dry land. And this commander did just that.   

   After the men assembled on shore, with Melvin some-

where near the center of the assembly, they were led up a 

small incline to a waiting canteen truck where they were 

offered hot coffee and donuts to help ward off their chill 

and bring them back to life after the long cold crossing. 

It wasn’t much of a meal considering they had gone with-
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out breakfast, but having gone without food for the past 

20 hours or so, they were grateful to be given anything to 

eat.

   The day still far from over, the large groups were sepa-

rated into smaller groups of 24 or so and loaded onto 

open-topped GMC personnel carriers. Once the muddy 

olive-green truck was loaded with all the men it could 

carry, it was unceremoniously pushed into forward gear, 

and with a tremendous jerk, it pulled away.

   Even though the men stood erect like match sticks in a 

box, there was barely room for all of them, and certainly 

no room for comfort. When the call of nature would hit a 

soldier, the entire group would collectively shift positions 

to get him to the outside of the stand of match sticks in 

order to relieve himself over the side of the truck. There 

was no stopping for anyone’s personal needs.

   They were now on their way via a rutted, muddy, pot-

holed road to Luxembourg, some 200 miles due east.
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Luxembourg

The journey by truck to Luxembourg  jarred the bones 

and organs of every man aboard, but at least it was 

uneventful. The men were completely exhausted after al-

most nineteen hours of constant, rattling travel when the 

trucks came to their final stop. Somewhere in a secluded 

part of Luxembourg, they were at a small camp, nothing 

more than a bivouac area.

   Under any other circumstances this would have been 

considered a beautiful place. Even in the darkness the 

mountains could be seen in the distance silhouetted by 

the moonlight in the cold crisp air. But they were ex-

hausted. All of them. There was no desire to admire the 

mountains, or forest, or the edges of clouds reflecting 

silver from the moonlight. There was only the desire to be 

shown their tents, to unroll their wool army blankets, and 

to sleep for as long as they would be allowed.

   Too tired even to be hungry, Melvin found his assigned 

tent and cot. Without saying a word to anyone he re-

moved his boots, flopped back on the moldy-smelling 

canvas cot, dragged the wool blanket over himself, and 

immediately began to snore. Indiana and Starlight might 

as well have been a galaxy away.
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   Tuesday morning, March 6, the men who had arrived 

the day before were allowed to sleep late, until 7:00 a.m. 

The cots had been the most comfortable thing they’d 

known in days. It was warm and dry, and the tent provid-

ed welcomed shelter over their heads. The mess closed for 

breakfast promptly at 8:00 a.m., so they had just enough 

time to wake and enjoy a somewhat hearty breakfast of 

runny scrambled eggs, stale biscuits, jam, and warm cof-

fee. Melvin’s appetite was back in full force. He ate it all.

   The past 36 hours had been a whirlwind. They had 

come from Southampton, England, across the channel 

and all the way inland to somewhere in Luxembourg. 

Even though they were near the mountains, it was con-

siderably warmer now that they were far from the coast-

line. The weather in fact was quite nice now. When Melvin 

left the mess tent, he noticed the morning sky was bright, 

crisp and clear except for the haze that lingered over the 

tops of the distant mountains to the north.

   Melvin and a small group of other soldiers were ordered 

onto the back of a two-and-a-half-ton olive-green truck. 

“Where to now?” was all they could think. Through casual 

conversation during the ride, they discovered that the one 

thing they all shared was training in heavy equipment 

with limited tank driving experience.

   Thankfully this drive was a short one. It took them 

through a thick forest and out into a large meadow. 

Randomly positioned around this meadow were a great 

number of tired-looking, battle worn Sherman M4 tanks. 

It was a staggering site. Every soldier in the truck was 
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suddenly very much aware of the reason he had been 

transported half way around the world. Training was over. 

They were neck deep in the life and death business of war 

now. That reality hit them square in the stomach like a 

heavy fist.

                            ✯ ✯ ✯ ✯

   Even today, the M4 Sherman medium tank is still a 

very impressive piece of armor. It is the quintessential 

tank that most of us recall when we think about the ar-

mor used in World War II.

   Beginning in 1942, one thousand M4 Sherman’s per 

month were scheduled for production. It was increased 

to two thousand per month as the war progressed. 

That gives us a clue as to the casualty rate of the much 

smaller, less heavily armored U.S. tanks, as compared 

to the German models. Approximately 48,000 Sherman 

tanks were produced from eleven different manufacturers 

throughout the war. The name “Sherman” was actually 

coined by the British, not a reference to the U.S. Civil War 

general. Among U.S. troops, it was sometimes referred 

to as a “Ronson” because the ammunition in the earlier 

models had a tendency to catch on fire if the tank took 

a hit. Ronson was a cigarette lighter manufacturer that 

advertised with the slogan “Lights the first time.” The Ger-

mans nicknamed the M4 the “Tommy Cooker” in refer-

ence to a small field stove the Allies carried in WWI and 

into WWII.

   Generally speaking, the M4 Sherman was never de-
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signed to fight head to head with other tanks, particu-

larly the heavily gunned, heavily armored German Panzer 

and Tiger tanks. With an armor thickness of as little as 

one-half inch to three inches it was much lighter than its 

German counterpart. The M4 Sherman weighed in at only 

34 tons (as compared to 50 – 75 tons and the four- to six 

and one-half-inch armor of German tanks). Powered by a 

Chrysler A57 multi-bank 30-cylinder radial gasoline en-

gine generating 425 horse power with a 175-gallon fuel 
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capacity, five forward gears and one reverse, the M4 was 

intentionally designed for speed and mobility over fire-

power. The tank was meant to serve primarily as an in-

fantry support weapon that had to be capable of moving 

rapidly with ground troops.

   The M4 was fitted with a 75mm main gun (later mod-
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els were upgraded to a 76mm gun) mounted in a fully 

traversable turret, which meant that the gun could 

rotate 360 degrees. The German Panzer and Tiger se-

ries tanks had a limited degree of movement much to 

their disadvantage. The M4 had a .50 cal anti-aircraft 

machine gun mounted atop the turret, and two .30 cal 

Browning machine guns (1 mounted in the coaxial and 

1 mounted in the bow in front of the co-driver/machine 

gunner). Ammunition for the main gun was stored in 

catacombs inside the tank near the Loaders postion. 

Approximately 97 rounds of high-explosive, armor-

piercing, and smoke-producing shells were stored. Also 

300 rounds of .50 cal and 4000 rounds of .30 cal were 

on board, mostly in metal containers situated on a nar-

row ledge to the right of the co-driver/machine gunner.

   At 19´ 10˝ long, 8´ 7˝ wide and 12´ 3˝ tall, the M4 

had a rather high profile. Many Shermans had been 

sent to Russia on the lend-lease program. However, 

they were declined due to the high profile they present-

ed. Having a top road speed of 26 mph with an effec-

tive range of approximately 100 miles, they could climb 

over vertical obstacles 24 inches tall and power up a 

60-degree incline. The M4 Sherman could ford up to 

three feet of water and cross trenches seven and a half 

feet wide. A crew of five included a commander, gun-

ner, loader, driver and co-driver/machine gunner.

   There were only two aspects in which the M4 Sher-

man was superior to the 700 horse power German 

Panzer and Tiger series tanks. That was in its sheer 



 ✯ 1 6 2  D A Y S ✯

34

numbers and the ease of field maintenance.

                                   ✯ ✯ ✯ ✯

   The truck circumnavigated the meadow, stopping only 

long enough at select tanks to call out the name of one 

passenger. That soldier climbed out, and the truck con-

tinued to the next tank. At last it was Melvin’s name that 

was called out. He made his way to the back of the truck, 

jumped out and watched the truck drive away trailing a 

cloud of dust.

   As he stood there in front of a battle scared tank won-

dering what to do next, he was approached by a Lieuten-

ant tank commander.

   Many commanders had found themselves without a 

tank to command due to the recent battles. His duty 

since the loss of his tank was to meet and assess the 

new drivers. After a brief salute, mostly shrugged off by 

the indifferent Lieutenant, Melvin was asked if he could 

“handle this thing.” Pride, sense of duty, or just plain old 

determination caused Melvin to respond with a hearty “no 

problem” even though he hadn’t had many hours of spe-

cific M4 tank driver’s training  at Ft. Knox.

   The commander climbed up into the turret following 

Melvin, who had slid into the driver’s seat behind the 

right and left brake levers. 

   Melvin flipped the ignition switch on. As he pulled the 

tank into gear, he fed the engine a bit too much gas. Since 

the commander had chosen to remain standing with his 
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head and chest above the turret hatch to get a better 

view, his head was suddenly snapped back. This was go-

ing to be quite a ride! Melvin found his way to a narrow 

dirt road, and still a bit too ambitious, only slightly let up 

on the gas which enhanced the bumps and crags.  

   The road took a sharp left turn a short distance in front 

of them. It was a blind turn and nearly 90 degrees at that. 

Approaching much more quickly than he’d intended, Mel-

vin pulled back hard at first on both brake levers. Then 

he relaxed the right lever and pulled back even harder on 

the left in order to spin the tank sharply to the left and 

around the corner. The commander grabbing a good hand 

hold and bracing himself against the back of the turret 

hatch was amazed that he had somehow managed to stay 

upright after being slung to and fro.

   But just as the tank spun the corner without giving up 

too much speed, both Melvin and the commander noticed, 

too late, the thick low-hanging branch of a very old, heavy 

tree. Managing to drop like a rock to keep their heads 

from being taken off, they both heard the loud crack of 

splitting wood and the sharp ping of metal on metal.

   Returning to the meadow after the short test drive, 

the Lieutenant finally decided it was relatively safe to 

raise his head up out of the turret once again. He looked 

around in disbelief. The little “encounter” with the tree 

limb had sheared the .50 cal anti-aircraft machine gun off 

of its pedestal mount on top of the turret. Unfortunately 

in less than 24 hours Melvin and the crew of this tank 

would be leaving for Trier, Germany, and battle. What 
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was worse, they’d be leaving for battle without a .50 cal 

anti-aircraft gun. It was lying in the middle of a bumpy, 

craggy road somewhere in Luxembourg.

   The next morning, Thursday, March 8, began early as 

had each day for the past two weeks. It was also a morn-

ing full of anxiety. The crew had been assembled the prior 

afternoon and designated as part of Combat Command 

B, 11th Tank Battalion. They had met for the first time 

at the assembly. Most had already heard about the mis-

hap with the machine gun and didn’t offer any comment.  

Compared to what they had come through recently, a 

bumpy ride and a broken gun were minor problems.
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TRIER, GERMANY

T rier, Germany, was a mere 60 miles or so due east. 

It was half a day’s journey. By the time the tank 

column was readied with fuel, ammunition, and water, 

and had been checked out, it would be early evening 

before they arrived in Trier.    
               

                        

✯ ✯ ✯ ✯   

The Capture of 

Trier (March 1, 

1945)

   Trier, the old-

est city in North-

ern Europe, had a 

population of about 

90,000. Many civil-

ians had departed 

the city prior to the 

10th Armored  ad-

vance. The town 

had sustained 

heavy bombing and 
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artillery shelling 

in preparation 

for the capture.

   On Febru-

ary 27, Combat 

Command B 

was ordered by 

General Mor-

ris to begin the 

attack on Trier.  

They moved 

from Irsch to 

Zerf, then turned 

north for Zerf 

towards Trier, 

where they were 

hit hard by Ger-

man 88mm 

artillery and the 

German 11th 

Panzer Division. 

German artillery 

was eliminated in 

short order, and Combat Command B proceeded. On the 

evening of February 28, Combat Command B of the 10th 

Armored Division was just two miles outside of Trier. On 

the hill east of Trier, Combat Command B discovered a 

large number of “Lager” camps. These were prison camps 

which contained approximately 50,000 allied prisoners 
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(mostly Russian) 

and slave laborers 

in squalid, near 

starving condi-

tions. Later in the 

war, after these 

prison camps had 

been liberated 

upon the fall of 

Trier, they were 

used to house 

and process Ger-

man POW’s.

   Combat Com-

mand B turned 

their attention 

next to the burg 

of Ruwer, Ger-

many, just a mile 

northeast of Trier.   

In order to elimi-

nate a northern 

escape route for the Germans who had been driven out of 

Trier, this small town had to be captured.

   The attack on Trier was begun in the early morn-

ing hours of Tuesday, March 1, by Combat Command B 

rolling down from the hill east of Trier where the Lager 

camps had been located. By 4:00 a.m. the 10th Armored 

Division was inside of Trier. By 7:30 a.m. the northern 
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section of the city 

had been captured.

   Two bridges 

spanned the Mo-

selle river at Trier, a 

northern bridge and 

the more southerly 

2000 year old Romer-

brucker (“Romer-

brucker” translates 

to “Roman Bridge.”  

Aptly named as it 

was built by the Ro-

man Empire during 

their occupation of 

this region of Eu-

rope). At 2:00 a.m., 

an attempt was made to capture the northern bridge.  

Upon arrival, they saw 

that the bridge had 

already been destroyed, 

so a second platoon of 

tanks and infantry were 

quickly diverted to the 

southern “Romerbruck-

er.” As the platoon 

traveled down the road 

parallel to the river 

bank, they saw the 2000 year old Romerbrucker 
Trier, Germany
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bridge intact. Immediately the platoon of Combat Com-

mand B, 10th Armored Division tanks and infantry bolted 

across the bridge to the western side, receiving small arms 

fire, and expecting the bridge to be blown from under-

neath their feet at any second. When they reached the far 

western side of the Romerbrucker, they were amazed that 

not only had the bridge not been destroyed, but they were 

also able to capture the German major entrusted with the 

demolition of the bridge and five assistants who were too 

late in setting the detonator caps in the explosives. The 

bridge was now safely in allied hands.

   After the bridge was captured, all of the wiring and two 

tons of dynamite placed under the bridge were removed by 

the 10th Armored Division 55th Engineers. The section of 

Trier east of the bridge was cleared of all German defend-

ers. More than 800 German troops were captured in this 

one area.

   At 2:15 p.m. on Tuesday, March 1, General Walker 

called General Patton with official confirmation that Trier 

had been captured with the 2000 year old historic Romer-

brucker bridge built in 28 AD still intact.

                                    ✯ ✯ ✯ ✯

   On March 9, Melvin and the column of replacement 

tanks for the 11th Tank Battalion, 10th Armored Division 

rolled into Trier. They bivouacked just south of town in 

empty fields on both sides of the north/south road leading 

from Zerf to Trier. They had traveled the southern ap-
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proach retracing the route traveled by the 10th Armored 

Division on their approach to capture Trier a little over one 

week earlier. They passed their own burned out tanks and 

half-tracks that had been destroyed by German 88mm 

artillery which had taken such a heavy toll on the 10th 

Armored’s approach to Trier. This area between Irsch and 

Zerf became known as “88 Alley.”

   Seeing the tanks in the meadow at Luxembourg two days 

earlier had been a gripping moment. Now the lingering 

acrid aroma of molten steel and burned wiring furthered 

the adjustment of these soldiers to the environment they 

would have to learn to survive. Their senses were jolted 

and repulsed by the pungent odor of death as they passed 

the abandoned German artillery pieces and tanks.

   The night of March 9th became a difficult night. The tem-

perature had dropped unusually low which always made 

sleep difficult in battle. Some tried to sleep in the narrow 

cramped areas inside the tanks. Others pitched tents but 

found the cold hard ground less than ideal. Very few man-

aged to get a sound sleep--ever, but for greater problems 

than the cold.
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 SCHWEICH, GERMANY

        On Saturday, March 10, large gasoline trucks 

made their rounds to each tank. Five-gallon 

cans of gasoline were distributed to the crew mem-

bers to be poured into the large 175-gallon capac-

ity tanks. Although they’d not been given orders to 

move out yet, this was an obvious sign. As usual, 

the only question on everyone’s mind was, “When?”

   Most of the day came and went still without the 

command to form up and move out. Finally, in the 

late evening, just as the men had decided the or-

der would wait until morning and were beginning to 

have thoughts of settling in for the night, it came.   

Engines roared to life. Squeaking treads could be 

heard in Trier long before the column of tanks be-

came visible. The 10th Armored Division was mov-

ing again. The many night moves of the division was 

what would eventually lead to the Germans nick-

naming them the “Ghost Division.”  Their moves 

were kept secret, often done at night over distances 

longer that considered average. They still traveled 

with no identifying marks on their vehicles or per-

sons. They were somehow able to show up in loca-
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tions and at times when the enemy thought it im-

possible.

   The order was given by Lieutenant Colonel Thomas 

Chamberlain to move north, cross the Moselle at 

Trier, and continue north through Ehrang, located 

just three miles north on the opposite bank of the 

river. They would then move ahead to Schweich just 
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four miles north beyond Ehrang.

   Trier was devastated. Heavy bombing and shell-

ing of the industrial center prior to its capture left 

hardly a building undamaged. The streets were 

nearly deserted of citizens, and the German POW’s 

had all been moved to the Lager camps for confine-

ment. The column moved through the town and over 

the Romerbrucker bridge with Melvin’s tank in lead. 

At the western end of the Romerbrucker, the column 

turned north and headed to Ehrang on the bank of 

the Mosel as ordered (the Moselle spelling changes 

to Mosel at this point on the river).

   Due to the northern route being cut off through 

Ruwer, the remaining German troops who managed 

to escape before Trier’s capture had only this avenue 

of escape to follow and had regrouped in the Ehrang 

forest and hills.

   As the column moved north along the bank of the 

Moselle, the remaining German artillery prepared 

for a surprise attack. Ehrang was surrounded by the 

thick old growth of the Ehrang Wald (Ehrang Forest) 

which made extremely convenient cover for the en-

emy attackers.

   Mounting a bridgehead crossing at the Kyle River, 

a small tributary feeding into the Mosel just south 

of Ehrang, allowed the Germans the perfect oppor-

tunity to stage a light attack from the surrounding 

hills. This attack was quashed with little effort as 

elements of the 10th Armored made their way up the 
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hills toward the attackers.

   The remainder of the 10th Armored Division con-

tinued to Schweich unopposed beyond the forest.   

German personnel had sent a message to the 3rd 

Army that Schweich was to be considered an “open 

city,” undefended and harboring 3000 wounded Ger-

man soldiers. Upon entering the city, the 10th Ar-

mored found just the opposite to be true. The streets 

were mined, and there was an array of unmanned 

88mm artillery. Only two wounded were to be found.

   In a last futile attempt, the Germans again shelled 

the 10th Armored from outside the city of Schweich.   

This time the heavy shelling took a toll on the divi-

sion and caused many casualties. Reserves were 

quickly called for from Trier. Later that same day on 

March 11, the reserves arrived behind the German 

offenders, catching them off guard. They eliminated 

the threat to the 10th Armored and to Schweich.

   The city of Schweich in Allied control, the 10th Ar-

mored returned to Trier. Their return trip took them 

on a reverse trip. Back through Ehrang. Then up the 

Moselle to Trier for a four-day period of rest and re-

supply and to await their next orders.  
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St.  Wendel ,  Germany

During the four-day respite, Melvin rested while most 

of the 10th Armored were able to visit the sites of 

historic Trier. There was an old Roman Coliseum, the 

Porta Nigra 

arch and other 

Roman sites. 

One building in 

particular be-

came a favorite 

haunt of most 

soldiers of the 

10th Armored. 

This building,  

though bombed 

days earlier, 

had once safely 

stored thou-

sands of bottles 

of fine cham-

pagne. While 

many of the 

bottles had been 
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broken during the bombing raids, there were dozens of 

cases of champagne still intact, and the young soldiers 

strongly felt they shouldn’t let any of it go to waste.                 

   The 11th Tank Battalion was assigned to Lieutenant 

Colonel Thomas Chamberlain and his Combat Command 

B. On Friday, March 16, at 3:30 a.m., Combat Command 

B departed Zerf, Germany, located just south of Trier. 

The ultimate destination was east to the Rhine River. To 

reach it meant encountering German pillboxes, barbed 

wire, anti-tank ditches, road blocks, and enemy troops.

   The immediate destination on this day, however, was 

St. Wendel about thirty miles southeast of Trier. St. 

Wendel had long proven itself a communications center 

for the German army.

   The route to St. Wendel was obstructed by a number of 

roadblocks which were easily blown from the road by the 

Shermans. Anti-tank mines were more problematic but 

surmountable nonetheless. 

   Following Combat Command A (CC A) by about thirty 

minutes was Combat Command B (CC B). Both com-

bat commands were within twelve miles of St. Wendel 

by nightfall of March 16. Anti-tank mines placed in the 

roadway had slowed the column’s progress to a crawl in 

some areas as Engineers were called forward to safely 

clear the mines.

   On Saturday, March 17, CC A was the first to reach 

the Prims River northwest of St. Wendel. As CC B ap-

proached, both commands received strong small arms 

and artillery fire as the 55th Engineers built a pontoon 
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bridge across the small river. Heavy return fire by the 

10th pushed the attacker into retreat. This meant the 

enemy was still ahead of them, somewhere, waiting once 

again for another opportunity to attack.

   Closing in on St. Wendel, the 10th (CC A and CC B) 

captured an intact bridge at Castel only eight miles 

northwest of St. Wendel. Intact bridges meant no delay 

and faster resupply, which in turn meant swifter ad-

vances. This was to be the hallmark of General Patton’s 

3rd Army. Soon Combat Command B found themselves 

within three miles or so northwest of St. Wendel just 

outside of Bliesen, Germany. As other divisions headed 

directly south, CC B, notably the 11th Tank Battalion, 

continued east to achieve a distinct advantage of a sec-

ond approach on the German Army’s communication 

city.

   The attack on the city of St. Wendel began just after 

midnight on Sunday, March 18. Both CC A and CC B at-

tacked simultaneously using searchlights to expose the 

darkened battlefield.

   As suspected, they were met with heavy resistance 

from the Germans. At this point in the war they could 

scarcely give up a single city, much less a city as im-

portant to the war effort as St. Wendel had become due 

to the communication equipment located there. On the 

evening of March 18, after heavy fighting and losses, CC 

A had reached the outskirts of the city. Other elements, 

including CC B, were within three miles of  St. Wendel.

   March 18 had proven itself to be a difficult day indeed. The 
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battle to capture St. Wendel continued all that day and into the 

night with CC A taking the brunt of it. They lost five medium 

tanks. In the process they destroyed at least one German King 

Tiger (it is believed that the 10th Armored was the first Ameri-

can division to encounter one of the new heavy German “super” 

tanks) and four German 88mm anti-tank guns. 

   Monday, 

March 19, 

1945, the 

German 

troops re-

treated from 

St. Wendel. 

Both ar-

mored divi-

sions of CC 

A and CC B, 

without delay or rest, immediately rolled eastward twenty miles 

in the direction of Kaiserslautern, their next ordered destination.
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Kaiserslautern, Germany

On March 20, the war was taken to the industrial city 

of 100,000 citizens, Kaiserslautern, Germany. It had 

been a former supply center for the German army.  

   Both Combat 

Command A and 

the combat com-

mand Melvin was 

part of, Combat 

Command B, 

moved east from 

St. Wendel on 

the Autobahn, 

which even in 

those years was 

a four-lane super 

highway with a 

grassy median 

much like pres-

ent highways.

    The median 

was used exten-

sively for surren-
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dered and retreating German soldiers who would make 

visible a small piece of white cloth as the 10th rolled past 

them on their way to a new destination and battle. The 

back echelon would process the surrendering Germans.

   Kaiserslautern was lightly defended. Unlike St. Wendel, 

its capture was quick. The first to enter the city were the 

armored divisions (CC A and CC B) of the 10th Armored. 

History will 

show that 

Kaiserslaut-

ern was 

captured 

by the 80th 

Infantry. 

However, 

the facts 

are that 

as a mes-

sage was 

being writ-

ten to send 

to division 

headquarters about the 10th’s 

capture of the city, Lieutenant General William Morris, 

Commander General, ordered the message destroyed and 

another written giving the 80th credit for the capture be-

cause they were to be left behind to occupy the city.
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Annweiler, Germany

 
The early morning of Wednesday, March 21, brought 

sun and a warm late-winter breeze. By 7:00 a.m. 

Combat Command B was moving 20 miles to the south-

east of Kaiser-

slautern to the 

small village of 

Annweiler. CC A 

split from CC B 

at Kaiserslaut-

ern and con-

tinued east to 

Neustadt, while 

CC B moved 

directly to Ann-

weiler. 

   The narrow 

lane to Annn-

weiler snaked 

between seem-

ingly endless 

rolling hills. 

This area must 
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have reminded Melvin of the Knobs in Southern Indiana. 

The 10th Armored Tigers were moving farther and much 

more quickly than the mail trucks could keep up with. 

At that point, the soldiers were neither receiving mail nor 

send mail home.  On the rare occasion that there would 

be outgoing mail, it was so heavily censored by the army 

that little information was left intact to offer comfort to 

the families back home.

   Late in the afternoon, still miles outside of Annweiler, 

the column of tanks rounded one of the hilly outcrops 

to catch a glimpse of a small German supply column a 

short distance ahead. The column of Shermans took aim 

on the enemy supply column. Within minutes the full 

force and fire of the Sherman main guns eliminated the 

supply line. Smoke and fire were visible for miles above 

the hills before settling like fog into the many valleys and 

low ground. 

   By evening Combat Command B had captured yet an-

other city in one single day.
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Landau, Germany  

By the time the sun rose on the morning of 

Thursday, March 22, Combat Command B, 

along with the reserve command Combat Com-

mand R, was 

well on its way 

directly east 

eight miles 

out from their 

ultimate desti-

nation of Lan-

dau. Combat 

Command A, 

having split 

from CC B at 

Kaiserslaut-

ern in order to 

capture Neus-

tadt, was mov-

ing due south 

toward Neus-

tadt to ap-
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proach Landau from the north.

   Progress for CC B was very slow as the retreat-

ing Germans set roadblocks that had to be re-

moved or blown from the roadways and plowed 

aside by Sherman tanks. 

   This region of Germany was an agricultural 

region. While still late winter, the potato fields of 

southern Germany would normally be manicured 

and noticeably worked. These fields were lying fal-

low and partially destroyed. The years of war had 

taken a toll in every aspect of German life. Virtu-

ally every able-bodied man had been taken into 

the German army. Many of the boys 14–18 years 

old were encouraged to join the Hitler Youth.  

January 26, 1945, under Hitler’s orders, the Hit-

ler Youth were officially conscripted to “man” the 

anti-aircraft artillery in and around the cities 

so that the adult men could be utilized for other 

more daunting duties. If the war continued much 

longer, this would be an even more desperate year 

for food sources.

   In the early years, only the excess field pro-

duce was required to be given to the war effort. In 

these later years, anything that was grown would 

be confiscated by the German army. Self-suf-

ficient German families had within a handful of 

years been reduced to little more than subsistence 

farmers. Endless fields once teaming with rows of 

56

 ✯ 1 6 2  D A Y S ✯

L  A  N D A  U  ,    G  E  R M A N Y



cabbage and potatoes in this region of Germany 

were now overgrown with tall, dry grasses reach-

ing through patches of snow trapped in shallow 

depressions.

   The farther the 10th traveled east, the more the 

forest transformed into flat fields. Sporadic small-

arms fire and artillery were being encountered, 

which were easily dealt with by the armored di-

vision. Soon, anti-tank artillery and German in-

fantry became visible across the barren unkempt 

fields making them optimal targets for the highly 

experienced gunners in their Shermans. The fields 

west of Landau became littered with destroyed 

German artillery. Acres and acres of once fer -

tile fields now contained so many bodies that one 

could barely walk from one side of the field to the 

other without having to step over a dead German 

soldier.  

   Late afternoon on March 22, CC B together with 

CC R (reserve unit) entered Landau from the west 

while CC A timed their convergence simultaneous-

ly from the northern approach. Landau had been 

captured. 

      On March 23, the 10th Armored Division 

found themselves so far to the south that they 

were now completely out of the 3rd Army boundar -

ies. In fact, they had physically crossed paths on 

the road with the 6th Armored Division, a move 
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that would have confounded most any other army.   

But this was no regular army. On that day, it was 

determined by higher command that the 10th Ar -

mored Division would be immediately reassigned 

to the XXI Corp of the 7th Army. The 6th Armored 

Division would now take its place in the 3rd Army. 

Essentially the 6th Armored had moved too far 

north, and 10th Armored had moved too far south, 

so they simply switched armies. The 7th took the 

place of the 3rd and visa-versa.

   Often we think that a division, any division, is 

permanently assigned to and stays with the same 

Corps throughout a conflict. The reality is that in 

a massive war such as WWII the clearing of the 

Saar -Moselle Triangle, divisions were constantly 

on the move, and the Tigers of the 10th Armored 

moved as quickly as any, covering great distances.  

Divisions were assigned and reassigned according 

to where they were most needed and would do the 

most damage to the enemy in the shortest amount 

of time possible.

   The 10th Armored had succeeded in captur -

ing every objective ordered by General Patton and 

his 3rd Army. In addition it had captured 8000 

German troops and had cut off escape routes of 

50,000 other German soldiers.

   From Landau, the Tigers headed north to Lud-

wigshaven. The days were warming as the month 
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of March neared its end and the 10th had come 

out of the mountainous area. Snow was being re-

placed by a cold rain. On the odd night there was  

still a freezing rain, and they’d wake to find ice 

melting from the gun barrels. Sometimes even a 

thin ice layer would envelop the tank itself except 

over the warm engine compartment.

   The sun would rise though, as it always had.   

Each day seemed slightly warmer as the soldiers 

were ordered to move faster and farther. Rest, 

especially sleep, was very rare now. The German 

1st and 7th Armies were being devastated, and 

the pressure had to be continued and increased at 

every opportunity in every way.

   Although this was a war against Hitler and his 

Nazi régime, it also became a war against Ger -

many itself. Every citizen was impacted by the 

war in some fashion. There was no such thing as 

pin-point bombing. No smart bombs in that era. 

No way of waging war on only the government and 

it officials. This was one of the last wars where it 

was understood that civilian hardship could mean 

a quicker end to a war, thereby saving countless 

lives.

   The 10th made its way north to Ludwigshaven 

and took residence in an array of houses and of-

ficial buildings. Finally the battle-weary soldiers 

would have an opportunity to resupply, sleep, and 
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eat warm meals for four days. They were allowed 

to rest for the first time since leaving Trier nearly 

one week earlier. 
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Worms, Germany

Melvin was placed with another M4 Sherman tank 

crew. Unfortunately this tank was in little better 

condition than the previous tank that had carried him 

through Eh-

rang.  This tank 

had developed 

a fairly serious 

transmission flu-

id leak and was 

spilling flam-

mable fluid onto 

the floor of the 

driver and co-

driver compart-

ment. Should 

this tank take a 

shell, or even a 

well placed .50 

cal tracer bullet, 

it would become 

like a skillet full 

of burning ba-
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con grease. There was no time to repair the tank in the 

field. The 10th Armored was pushing the Germans vig-

orously, and there was no time, no mechanic, and no 

additional armor to spare in order to take this tank out 

of action and replace or repair it. Melvin found that if he 

placed several wool blankets on the floor, he could soak 

up enough of the fluid to lower the risk in the event of 

another fire. So a lengthy trail of transmission oil soaked 

wool blankets was left behind.

   In order for the 10th to continue east in pursuit of the 
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Germans, the Rhine River, which ran south to north, 

had to be crossed. By Wednesday, March 28, the 7th 

Army engineers had completed construction of two pon-

toon bridges across the Rhine at Worms, north of Lud-

wigshaven.

   The 10th was now assigned to the VI Corps. Crossing 

the Rhine River was considered the end of the Saar-Mo-

selle Triangle and the beginning of a new campaign.

   By this point, the 10th Armored Division had become 

severely undermanned. Not having received replace-

ments since Melvin’s arrival in February, the 10th was 

now at less than 50% strength. Oddly, this factor worked 

somewhat in their favor. It allowed them to move and 
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react more swiftly attacking and gaining more territory 

than if they had been at full strength. Once again, it 

reaffirmed the reason the German army came to refer to 

the 10th Armored as the “Ghost Division”.

   The northern U.S. divisions were having a more diffi-

cult time clearing their territories, so troop replacement 

priority was given to those divisions. In the south, the VI 

Corps now consisted of only three divisions, the 10th Ar-

mored, the 63rd Infantry, and the 100th Infantry. A plan 

was conceived involving the three combat commands of 

the 10th Armored. CC R and CC A would travel east, on 

either side of the Neckar River. CC B would move di-

rectly south through Schwetzingen until it met with the 

1st French Army, then turn due east and meet up once 

again with CC A and CC R. 
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Schwetzingen, Germany     

Heading south from Worms, towards Mannheim 

the going was smooth until the 10th came 

face to the Neckar River which flows westward 

into the 

Rhine River 

at Mannheim.  

The bridges 

across the 

Neckar at this 

point had been 

destroyed by 

the German 

army in an at-

tempt to slow 

the progress of 

the 10th Ar -

mored Tigers.

   At 5:30 a.m. 

on Friday, 

March 30, the 

55th Engineers 

built a bridge 
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across the Neckar River at Mannheim allowing CC 

B tanks and infantry to continue to Schwetzingen 

just ten miles south of Mannheim.

   Between the intermittant stands of trees and 

open fields, the 10th Armored ran into episodes 

of German fire. The current strength of the 10th 

Armored was sufficient to eliminate the attackers 

easily. Elements of German infantry would make 

a stand and be knocked back. Several Panzerfaust 

(bazooka-like weapons) were fired ineffectually at 

the advancing 

Shermans.

   The situa-

tion changed 

dramatically 

as they neared 

Schwetzin-

gen. CC B had 

been expected. 

In addition to 

heavy resis-

tance by the 

198th German 

Infantry Division, which was one of the last strong 

German divisions left, there was also strong civil-

ian resistance. Oddly, at almost the same time, 

CC A was being welcomed with open arms at Hei-

delberg not far away.

    The 198th German Infantry chose to make their 
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stand in the 

fields north 

and east of 

Schwetz-

ingen. 

Foxholes 

were dug, 

bunkers 

were hast-

ily built, 

and snipers 

were posi-

tioned.

   The 10th Armored CC B reconnaissance was 

effective and allowed CC B the time necessary to 

formulate a plan. They would fan out and attack 

from both north and east simultaneously. CC B 

slammed head-on into the German Infantry. Tar -

gets were plenty and kept the loaders and gun-

ners busy. The loader would pull shells from the 

storage compartments as fast as he could, shove 

one into the open breech with a closed fist (expe-

rienced loaders knew to keep their fist closed to 

avoid broken fingers as the heavy steel chamber 

door slammed shut automatically). The tank com-

mander would shout out the coordinates and the 

gunner would fire. The concussion was so fierce 

that the tank would rock on its treads. Bunker af-

ter bunker was destroyed.
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   Melvin would clear the way firing the .30 cal 

ball mounted Browning machine gun continu-

ally, pulling ammunition belts from the storage 

boxes sitting on a ledge to his right. The barrel 

of his gun turned white at times from the heat of 

constant firing and would become so hot that the 

shells would fire automatically in uncontrollable 

directions. Due to the extreme heat which caused 

damage to the rifling grooves, it became impos-

sible to aim accurately. The only way to stop the 

firing was to let the ammunition belt run through 

without replacing it with a new one. He then 

would have to pull the gun inside, put on a pair of 

heavy asbestos gloves, and with a sizzle, grab the 

white hot steel barrel, remove it, and replace it 

with an undamaged barrel. All while trying to keep 

the enemy at bay.

   The German 198th’s position at Schwetzingen 

was to their disadvantage. With the Rhine River 

to their backs, they were trapped in a pocket and 

became easy fodder for the 10th.

   After CC B dispensed of the German Infantry, 

they rolled on through the town of Schwetzingen 

itself and were met on the outskirts of town by 

small arms fire from the remaining male citizens. 

Every doorway, every window, and every rooftop 

had a civilian combatant firing everything from a 

Walther Gewehr 41 semi-automatic to old, barely-

operable weapons hidden after WWI and never 
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turned over to the Allies.

  While driving through the small town, the tanks 

secured their hatches once again and manned all 

guns.  The tanks returned fire from both of their 

.30 cal machine guns as they met fire from the 

buildings. As streams of lead struck brick, small 

puffs of dust would blow out, and shards of brick 

would fall to the ground below. Thick wooden 

doors were struck by so much hot metal that they 

were splintered and thrown open by the impact of 

the lead.

   The .30 cal machine guns mounted in the Sher -

mans were limited in the degree of vertical range 

of movement. Although effective at short distanc-

es to about the second stories of the structures 

around them, the higher levels of the buildings 

were relatively immune to their effect. Melvin’s 

Sherman was taking heavy fire from the upper 

story windows of a three story building. While 

Melvin pivoted the .30 cal as high as possible in 

an attempt to reach these windows, his effort was 

ineffective. The gunner in the turret was just as 

ineffective with his co-axial mounted .30 cal. Both 

guns stitched pockmarks into the brick and mor -

tar but not high enough to eliminate the snipers. 

   The commander ordered the tank to a halt. Pri-

or to entering the city, the loader had removed a 

shell from storage and had already loaded the 36 

pound high explosive projectile into the breech of 
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the main 76mm gun (later models of Sherman 

tanks were fitted with 76mm guns replacing the 

slightly smaller 75mm bore guns).       

   The commander barked the coordinates and 

degree to the gunner who responded quickly. The 

turret was rotated in the direction of the multi-

storied building, and the main gun elevated and 

fired. In an instant the tank was violently shak-

en by the force of the shell being fired. Fire and 

smoke belched from the muzzle. In the same in-

stant the third story exploded and collapsed in a 

cloud of dust, flame and debris. As the dust and 

smoke cleared, the building fell silent. The tank 

commander then ordered the tank forward. They 

continued down the road, steel tank treads grating 

and scarring the cobblestone roads, eliminating 

other threats in a similar manner.

   The column of Shermans had passed through 

Schwetzingen driving west towards the Rhine 

River to make contact with the 1st French Army. 

Contact was to be initiated just south of Speyer, 

about five miles below Schwetzingen. The battle at 

Schwetzingen had the fortunate by-product of al-

lowing the French Army to cross the Rhine unde-

tected. Unfortunately the CC B absorbed serious 

losses.

   As the Sherman tank Melvin was in passed 

through town, another series of roadblocks was 

encountered. Beyond the roadblocks was the 
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low-lying bottomland of the Rhine River west of 

Schwetzingen. The loader lifted another high ex-

plosive shell, shoved it into the breech and blast-

ed the roadblocks away.

   Clearing town, the column made an abrupt turn 

south to follow the narrow muddy river road to-

wards the town of Speyer on the western side 

of the Rhine River. Their next major destination 

would be the town of Bruchsal some sixteen miles 

to the southeast. But first, they had to run the 

gauntlet through Hockenheim.
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HOCKENHEIM, GERMANY

Pressing east, the 10th Armored Division traveled 

approximately eight miles from Speyer through 

Hockenheim on the evening of Friday, March 30. 

Oddly very little 

resistance was 

encountered. 

Their destina-

tion was Bruch-

sal, Germany,  

sixteen miles     

miles to the 

south of Hock-

enheim.

   As fate would 

have it, Mel-

vin’s tank was 

at the head of 

the column this 

day. Leads were 

often rotated 

so that no one 

group continu-
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ously took the greater risk. 

   They had expected additional attacks as they 

forced the German army farther east. It was now 

several hours past dusk nearing 11:00 p.m. They 

were moving through a thickly forested area just 

outside and east of Hockenheim as they pushed 

south to Bruchsal. The unusually warm tempera-

tures of the past two days had turned to abnormally 

cold conditions. It was a crisp, cloudless night with 

falling temperatures. Frost was beginning to form on 

exposed metal surfaces.

   Heavy forest lay on both sides of a very narrow 

country lane. A low drainage area had been scooped 

out on each side of the road. Although the men were 

alert to any signs of the enemy, the woods seemed 

calm, relaxing almost, until deafening crashes and 

bursts of lightning engulfed the column of tanks.  

The smell of powder and phosphorous was instan-

taneously heavy. Being in the lead tank, Melvin 

couldn’t discern initially just where the shells had 

landed or where the fire was coming from. Or, if any 

had found its intended target. All he knew was that 

shells were landing, and his tank was one of the tar-

gets. And, more were raining down so that suddenly 

this mostly serene forest became a thunderous tun-

nel of smoke and strobe-lights.

   The driver in the lead threw the tank in reverse 

upon the commander’s order. In the seat next to 

him, Melvin was peering through the narrow slot in 
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front of him ready to fire his .30 cal machine gun at 

the first sight of approaching enemy. He’d already 

released the safety mechanism from the breech and 

had the belt of .30 cal ammunition laid out. He also 

had opened the lid to the storage box welded on the 

ledge to the right of him. It contained additional 

belts of .30 cal ammunition. His training had served 

him well.

   The column had fallen into an ambush. Was the 

attack coming from ahead by German Panzer tanks? 

Was it coming from German 88’s perched high up on 

the hills to the side? The only thing apparent was 

that this primary route to Schweich had been antici-

pated by the Germans, and they were already sited 

into this spot in the forest.  Watching.  Waiting.

   The tank immediately behind Melvin’s had already 

been hit and was not only disabled but burning in 

the road. The drainage areas to the sides and the 

proximity of the trees to the road made reverse pas-

sage impossible. There was also no chance to move 

forward for cover. 

   Just then the world crashed in on Melvin and 

the rest of the crew. An armor piercing shell had 

found its mark on the right front side of the tank. 

Less than an arm’s length from Melvin’s position, 

a four-inch hole had been torn through the heavy 

armor plate of the tank, all in a flash of a second. 

A live shell had actually penetrated the right front 

side of their tank. For some unexplainable reason, 
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the shell failed to explode upon impact or even as it 

entered the tank. Fate? Faulty explosive? Or, divine 

intervention? It pierced the most heavily-armored 

area on his tank, breaking into thousands of shards 

of shrapnel bouncing off of all surfaces inside the 

tank. Shrapnel sank into anything softer than the 

hardened steel it was composed of, including human 

flesh.

   The concussion of the impact and penetration 

alone momentarily disoriented all five crew mem-

bers. Fire erupted inside the tank. Oil fumes from 

the engine, which carrying with them microscopic 

droplets of oil, were deposited on every surface in-

side the tank which caused the tank to transform 

immediately into a skillet. Dark, thick, acrid smoke 

from the wiring insulation made it impossible to see 

beyond a few inches.

   Amazingly they had all survived the impact. Much 

more fortunate than the crew members inside the 

tank behind them. As their composure returned, 

their survival instinct kicked in. Escape! They had to 

get out before they were burned alive or before the 

heat of the fire reached the huge amounts of stored 

ammunition. They didn’t want to be in that tin can 

when the firecracker went off!

   The tank by now was being strafed from the front 

by German machine gun fire somewhere closeby. 

Phosphorous tracer bullets, fireballs in the cold 

darkness, came at them from the cover of the woods. 
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They had become the direct target. Some of the bul-

lets overshot their intended destination. Others 

bounced off all parts of the tank with a ping and a 

whine as they ricocheted in all directions, each one 

creating a shower of sparks as it smashed into the 

thick hardened steel.

   The tank commander opened the top hatch on the 

turret and climbed out through the darkness, tracer 

bullets barely missing him. Next out, the loader and 

the gunner hurriedly vaulted themselves up and 

out the hatch trying to stay as low and inconspicu-

ous as possible. Melvin was close behind, feeling 

his way through the heavy smoke. Positioned in the 

co-driver/machine gunner’s seat in the front of the 

tank, it was difficult under the best conditions to 

crawl out of the seat over the transmission and back 

to the turret in order to stand up and climb through 

the hatch. In 

the thick of 

battle, it was 

nearly im-

possible. But 

sometimes 

the impossi-

ble happens.

   As he was 

beginning his 

assent into 

the nightmare 
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outside, he heard the driver calling for help. The 

concussion created by the impact of the shell, and 

consequential shrapnel, had crushed and torn at 

his right leg. He was unable to get out of the burn-

ing tank to safety. The fire engulfing the inside was 

growing hotter by the second.

   Melvin began to climb out through the hatch, but 

the cries continued. Many people have a single de-

fining moment in their lives, an opportunity to be-

come much greater that they have ever been or will 

ever be again. Just two months past his twentieth 

birthday, Melvin mustered the strength and courage 

to override the powerful instinct of self-preservation.  

He could not let the plea for help go unanswered.  

He dropped back into the burning tank and felt his 

way back through the lapping fire and thick smoke 

to the driver’s seat. He pulled the driver out of his 

seat and over the transmission, up through the tur-

ret. Then he helped the driver out of the top hatch 

into the cold air filled with bullets still being hurled 

at the tank.

  By now, the enemy had noticed the other three 

men escaping through the turret. They began to 

concentrate their fire towards the top of the Sher-

man tank. With bullets at times only inches from the 

hatch, Melvin and the driver had to snake their way 

out of the hatch and down the back of the turret. 

Dropping painfully to the frozen ground below.

   Shells were exploding all around what was left 
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of the column of tanks in brilliant flashes of light.   

Melvin began a half-crawl, half-run out of the tor-

rent of bullets toward the safety of the rest of his 

division. But once again he heard the pleas of the 

driver who didn’t want to be left there alone. And for 

the second time, Melvin returned, this time into the 

hail of bullets and crashing shells. He lay face-down 

and managed to pull the driver up onto his own 

back own back in an attempt to haul him out of the 

woods. But the pain was too severe for the injured 

driver to endure. They were barely able to clear the 

tank, let alone the hail of fire and bullets. The driver 

continued his plea not to be left alone.

   So with the burning tanks to their rear, dead sol-

diers lying where they had been shot or trapped by 

exploding shells, and the enemy quickly advancing 

within machine gun range, Melvin rolled himself and 

his driver off the side of the road and into one of the 

shallow drainages. The forest was just feet beyond 

them. There they lay at around 11:00 p.m. on a cold 

Saturday night, March 30. Temperatures were fall-

ing well below freezing.

   In what seemed only minutes, German infantry 

advanced to claim the forest again. The remainder 

of the U.S. division had withdrawn from the forest 

under the surprise attack. Melvin and the driver still 

lay there. Several tanks were burning, and occasion-

ally, there was an ordinance explosion from inside.  

German patrols occupied the woods and constantly 
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made their way back and forth from one end of the 

woods to the other looking for stragglers. At times 

they would stop and inspect the dead and dying sol-

diers scattered around the line of armored vehicles.  

Many times Melvin and the driver heard the German 

words “Stellen Sie sicher, dass er tot ist.” “Make 

sure he is dead.”  At other times the patrols would 

simply pass the dead by. 

   Each time Melvin made an attempt to crawl out 

of the woods, it would be met with the same resis-

tance and plea by the driver. So they lay along side 

the road together in the cold night, assuming the 

same position, trying to avoid detection. They ex-

haled slowly, if at all, in order to conceal their warm 

moist breath from the cold dry winter air. They tried 

to keep from creating a mist of white vapor which 

would signal their location and expose their lives.

   Luck would hold. They were never approached by 

any German soldiers as so many of the dead and dy-

ing had been. Germans passed by only yards away.  

The night brought long agonizing hours of lying in 

the dark on frozen ground, waiting, wondering what 

would happen next.

   By daybreak their bodies had spent hours in tor-

ture from the stress and strain of maintaining the 

same position, stiff with cold, extremities frozen.  

But the tables were about to turn. The remnants 

of the 10th Armored re-grouped along the edge of 

the forest, and in a release of fury, simultaneously 
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emptied their gun magazines and round after round 

of artillery into the forest. Strafing with their .30 

cal and .50 cal machine gun fire, the hot steel flew 

only feet above the ground. Armor-piercing artillery 

was fired low, in a direct line. High explosives were 

fired with timed fuses set in order to deliver their 

load deep into the forest before exploding. No enemy 

would be left standing in the forest after this hail of 

fire.

   Once again bullets and shells became deadly for 

Melvin and the driver, this time from friendly fire.  

Bark, limbs, even whole trees fell about them. Lead 

smashed into the burnt out tanks ricocheting in 

every direction. Some lodged into the ground peril-

ously close. They kept their heads low and somewhat 

protected by pressing hard into the low drainage 

area where they had been lying. 

   This was the moment that the two men thought 

would come. They instinctively knew that retreat 

had never been an option for the 10th Armored Di-

vision. In order to fulfill the mission, the division 

had no choice but to retake these woods. The only 

way to do that was by return fire. Their plan was to 

overpower the enemy with superior amounts of ex-

plosives and sustained artillery. The Germans had to 

be pushed back or annihilated. Melvin knew he must 

keep his composure through this horrendous storm 

of earthshaking explosions and flame.

   Less than an hour later it was over. A hole as large 
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as a man’s fist had been made in an old oak tree an 

arm’s length away and about two feet off the ground 

from where the men lay. It had probably been made 

by an armor-piercing shell from one of the very 

same type of tanks that Melvin and the crew had es-

caped from just hours earlier. For the second time in 

less than twenty four hours, Melvin had come within 

feet of losing his life to a shelling. Once by German 

hands.  Once by U.S. forces. It was now just a mat-

ter of moments before his fellow soldiers would ad-

vance and reclaim these woods for the last time.

   Melvin was transported back to Hockenheim to an 

aid station. Singed hair and eyebrows, frost-bitten 

hands and feet, every muscle and nerve exhausted, 

he slept for nearly thirty-six hours straight. Medical 

personnel would wake him periodically as a precau-

tion.

   Melvin rejoined the division and was reassigned to 

a new tank and crew. He would be awarded a Bronze 

Star Medal for valor. Prior to leaving the aid station 

where Melvin was recuperating, he was told to re-

port to company headquarters the following day to 

receive his commendation along with several other 

10th Armored Tigers.

   As the time approached, the arriving men were 

lined up abreast and then brought to attention. A 

colonel would face each soldier. An aide would hand 

a small black box to the colonel who would remove 

the narrow red and blue striped ribbon bar from 

82

 ✯ 1 6 2  D A Y S ✯

H O C K E  N H E  I  M  ,    G  E  R M A N Y



within and pin it on the chest of the soldier before 

him. He’d then respectfully hand the small box con-

taining the medal itself to the soldier and give a 

quick snap of a salute to the medal earner. With one 

step back, he’d position himself in front of the next 

soldier and repeat the process on down the line

   All were present that day except for one, Melvin. 

He’d made the decision not to show and receive his 

medal that day. After all, he was “just” doing his 

duty as many humble soldiers of the era would still 

say today. He had “just” dropped back into a burn-

ing medium tank to help a wounded fellow soldier 

escape that same burning tank and what would have 

meant certain death. He had “just” put that fellow 

soldier on his back and tried to get them both back 

to safety. He had “just” stayed with his wounded fel-

low soldier behind German lines at his plea instead 

of deserting him there alone to be captured or worse. 

He had “just” done what anyone else would have 

done. 

   Maybe he had just done what he felt was his duty, 

his responsibility, and didn’t feel he deserved any 

special recognition for those actions. But this was 

no glorified scene from a movie. This was real. This 

was war! 

   Melvin’s medal was sent home to Starlight, Indi-

ana, to his mother. Until he returned home after the 

war, he had no idea that the Bronze Star Medal was 

there waiting for his return.
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                               ✯ ✯ ✯ ✯

Note:

    Following is an excerpt from a book by military 

historian Donald E. Graves, author of “A Canadian 

Regiment at War”, 1998, p.104

   “Armored fighting vehicles in the Second World 

War fell victim to anti-tank mines and projectiles 

fired from anti-tank guns. Most of the latter relied 

upon kinetic energy to penetrate a tank’s armor. As 

such, the velocity of the shot was of crucial impor-

tance, and methods were evolved throughout the 

war to raise a projectile’s muzzle velocity, some by 

modifying the projectile rounds, some by modifying 

the gun. When a tank was hit by any of the variety 

of armor-piercing rounds, much of the kinetic en-

ergy of the shot would be converted to heat upon 

penetration, raising the internal temperature of the 

tank. Aside from striking crew members, the pro-

jectile would frequently ignite the fuel and ammuni-

tion carried inside the tank, causing it to catch fire, 

or “brew up.” The crew had, on average, about 15 

seconds to get out once hit. The destruction of their 

tank did not remove them from battle, however, as 

it was common practice on both sides to fire at tank 

crews who evacuated shot-up vehicles.”

         ✯ ✯ ✯ ✯
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   While the Hockenheim, Germany area has most 

certainly been de-forested in the past 60 years it is 

impossible to be certain just where Melvin’s tank 

was struck. However, considering written accounts 

of division movements, I believe it could possibly 

have been in the vicinity marked with a white circle 

on the map below.

H O C K E  N H E  I  M  ,    G  E  R M A N Y

HOCKENHEIM, GERMANY
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SPEYER HOCKENHEIM

BRUCHSAL

SPEYER HOCKENHEIM
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Map of Hockenheim and surrounding area



Bruchsal, Heilbronn and Lauffen, 
Germany 

By Monday, April 2, CC B had executed its plan 

to join CC A and CC R. Turning abruptly east, 

CC B moved 

into the 

small berg 

of Bruch-

sal, captur-

ing 3000 

prisoners in 

the process.  

With the vil-

lage safely 

in hand, CC 

B continued 

east towards 

Heilbronn 

and their 

rendezvous 

with CC A. 

With CC R 

positioned  

north of Hei-
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lbronn at the Jagst River, CC B and CC A were east 

of Heilbronn on the west bank of the Neckar River. 

The entire division was ready to trip the mousetrap 

on Heilbronn proper. During the drive eastward, 

these three combat commands had destroyed over 

one hundred anti-aircraft/anti-tank guns. It was 

an amazing feat for a fast moving division and proof 

of both the accuracy and intensity of the armor fire 

power initiat-

ed by CC A, 

CC B, and 

CC R.

   The attack 

on Heilbronn 

was slightly 

delayed.  CC 

B had once 

again met 

with con-

siderable 

resistance 

from Ger-

man forces 

in the east-

ward push 

from Speyer 

to their cur-

rent position 

outside of 
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Heilbronn.

   Wednesday, 

April 4, while 

awaiting orders 

to proceed with 

the attack on 

Heilbronn, CC 

B encountered 

a small number 

of German in-

fantry trapped 

on the west side 

of the Neckar 

River. After a 

short skirmish 

the German 

infantry real-

ized the futility 

of further resis-

tance and surrendered themselves and their wound-

ed.

   Soon after their surrender, CC B was ordered 

about four miles south of Heilbronn to Lauffen. It 

was reported by airmen that a bridge across the 

Neckar River at that city remained intact. A detach-

ment was sent to secure it, if it did exist, and if at 

all possible.

   While CC B was in Lauffen, Heilbronn was at-

tacked from the north by CC R and from the west 
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by CC A which crossed the Neckar River just west of 

Heilbronn along with the 100th and 63rd U.S. Infan-

try Divisions.

   Heilbronn was heavily defended by the highly 

respected 17th Panzer Grenadier Division. How-

ever, this division was outdone by the two 10th Ar-

mored Divisions. Immediately after the initial at-

tack on Heilbronn, CC A continued moving east to 

Crailsheim. CC B stayed behind temporarily with 

the 100th Infantry to break through the remaining 

defenses and establish a permanent foothold in Heil-

bronn before continuing the drive east.
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Assamstadt, Germany 

Securing the bridge at Lauf fen proved dif-

f icult. The 11th Tank Battalion of which 

Melvin was part, was significantly instrumen-

tal in the 

capture. The 

54th Infan-

try and sup-

port groups 

followed the 

armor. Heavy 

casualties 

were the re-

sult of a great 

deal of Ger -

man shell ing 

from the east 

bank of the 

Neckar River.

   The defend-

ing Germans 
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east of the river retreated after two days of 

heavy return shell ing and arms fire by the 11th 

Tank Battalion and other forces. With the bridge 

secured, CC B was ordered north instead of di-

rectly east as had been in earlier plans. Their 

mission was to travel north, staying on the west 

bank of the Neckar River in order to f ind an ad-

ditional bridge on which to cross. A bridge was 

located approximately 10 miles north of Heil-

bronn and Neckarelz.

   Higher command now ordered CC B (11th 

a S S A  M S T  A  D T   ,   G  E  R M A N Y
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Tank Battalion) to push north to Assamstadt 

through Frankenbach, Kirchausen, Bonfeld, 

Huf fenhardt, Bargen, Helmstadt, and Aglaster 

Haussen. In ef fect, unknown to CC B, this 

would cut of f any attempt of a northern re-

treat by the German army from the battle at 

Crailshiem which was about to take place.

   It was nearly midnight on Friday, April 6, be-

fore the last of CC B had crossed the bridge at 

Neckarelz to the east bank of the Neckar River.  

They arrived in Assamstadt, nearly forty miles 

north east of Neckarelz in the early morning 

hours of Saturday, April 7.

   Assamstadt, being a very small vil lage, did 

not of fer enough room to accommodate the divi-

sion. Unfortunately the past several days had 

been very rainy, and the fields surrounding As-

samstadt were deep with mud causing the medi-

um tanks to mire and flounder. The typical di-

visional bivouac had to be altered forcing CC B 

units to fan out as best they could on any firm 

ground found outside of the vil lage.

   CC B was allowed a few hours of badly needed 

sleep prior to pushing ahead. Supplies and fuel 

trucks would arrive at dawn and would hurry 

through their all-too-familiar routine of resup-

a S S A  M S T  A  D T   ,   G  E  R M A N Y



94

 ✯ 1 6 2  D A Y S ✯

plying and refueling. New orders were soon to 

arrive. Sleep would soon become nearly a non-

entity.
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Crailsheim, Germany 

Crailsheim was an important city to the Allies.  

Along with Bad Mergantheim (6 miles north of 

Assamstadt) and Heilbronn, it created a strong point 

and gateway 

into Bavaria.   

Crailsheim lay 

just forty miles 

southwest of 

Nurnberg and 

only 100 miles 

from Munich.

   CC B moved 

about forty 

miles from 

Assamstadt 

overnight to 

Crailsheim on 

muddy, pot-

holed roads in 

order to arrive 

at Crailsheim 

on the early 

d a y  4 4

Present day Crailsheim



evening of Sunday, April 8. They were now thirty-five 

miles behind actual German lines, which theoretical-

ly  began at the 

Rhine River. On 

the move from 

Assamstadt CC 

B had managed 

to capture over 

300 German 

soldiers, includ-

ing some Hitler 

Youth.  They 

killed at least 

that many more 

enemy and destroyed as much of the enemy artillery 

and equipment as time would allow.

   In Crailsheim, the German army mounted the larg-

est display of strength since the Battle of the Bulge 

the previous December. The 10th Armored cut a ma-

jor German supply route known as the “Bowling Al-

ley” to both the Germans and Allies. The supply route 

extended from Crailsheim to Hollenbach, about twen-

ty miles north. Once cut, the supply route began be-

ing used exclusively by the Allies and 10th Armored 

Division to supply troops already at Crailsheim. Still 

heavily and aggressively defended by the 17th Ger-

man Panzer Division, this route was guarded by 

many U.S. roadblocks along its entirety.

   The Battle for Crailsheim had actually begun a 
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couple of days before when advanced divisions of 

the 10th Armored, including CC A, were ordered to 

advance on Crailsheim while CC B fought its way to 

Assamstadt. But recognizing its value, the Germans 

were desperately attempting to hold onto this city. 

At that point, Crailsheim was a last stand, and the 

German command realized that fact. Adolph Hitler 

by this time had ordered that the Geneva Convention 

be laid aside and that every Allied prisoner of war be 

executed in at attempt to set an example for the Ger-

man army that German soldiers would be dealt with 

accordingly, should they fail to turn back the ad-

vancing armies. To their credit, his orders were large-

ly, if not wholly, ignored by the German High Com-

mand. However, Crailsheim would be defended from 

the 10th Armored Tigers at all costs. General Piburn 

would comment later that at no other time during the 

war in Europe had he seen so many German Messer-

schmitts in the air as there were over Crailsheim.

   Supplies were desperately needed by the advanced 

troops. CC B orders were to set up roadblock strong- 

points along the route from Crailsheim north to 

Blaufelden. Units were to be assigned to patrol be-

tween each strongpoint. At major road intersections, 

one or more Sherman medium tanks would be posi-

tioned to guard the route. Civilian traffic, what little 

there was, would be stopped, and tank crew members 

were ordered to inspect drivers, passengers, and ve-

hicles.
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   The .50 cal 

anti-aircraft 

guns on a ped-

estal mount on 

top of the tur-

ret would be 

trained on a 

vehicle under-

going an in-

spection, while 

another tank 

crew member, 

carrying an M3 

“Grease Gun” 

standard to 

tank crews, 

would carry out 

the inspection. 

   M3 “Grease Guns” were officially .45 cal M3/M3A1 

submachine guns. The M3 was much less expensive 

to produce than the standard Thompson submachine 

gun. Designed in 1942, the M3 was produced by us-

ing pressed and 

stamped metal 

parts which were 

then welded to-

gether to form 

the shell of the 

weapon. While de-

98

 ✯ 1 6 2  D A Y S ✯

C R A  I  L  S  H E  I  M  ,   G  E  R M A N Y

M3 Grease Gun issued to tank crew

Present day Blaufelden 



signed to be only fully automatic, the slow rate of fire 

(400 rounds per minute vs twice that speed for the 

Thompson) could allow an experienced tank crewman 

to fire single shots when necessary.

   The M3 Grease Gun had an effective range of only 

50 yards and so was considered a close proximity 

weapon.  One of the weak points of the M3 was its 

magazine design. The Grease Gun magazine held 30 

cartridges and fed the cartridges to the chamber in 

a double column in order to shorten the magazine 

length. The cartridges narrowed to a single column in 

order to enter the chamber port. The friction created 

by the narrowing created frequent jambs. Conse-

quently any dirt or debris would also affect the car-

tridge feeding system by creating additional friction.

   In order to fire the weapon, the cartridge ejection 

port, which also functioned as its safety mechanism, 

had to be opened manually, a time-consuming pro-

cess.

   The firing rate was also affected by the weakness of 

the bolt spring. It was not strong enough to shove the 

heavy bolt. As the gun was fired, the spring labored 

to force the bolt back into position to fire another 

round. 

   As a vehicle would come to a guarded intersection 

a tank crew member would approach the vehicle with 

the M3 in hand, check the vehicle occupants and do 

a cursory check for weapons. If none were found, the 

vehicle was allowed to pass.
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   Melvin’s tank was sitting guard at one such inter-

section on April 9, a clear, sunny day. The Germans 

had succeeded the day before in using artillery and 

air strikes to sever the supply road and cause sev-

eral Tiger casualties. It was common to hear and see 

both German fighter planes and Allied planes over 

Crailsheim. The 10th Armored had captured an air-

strip north of Crailshiem so that supplemental sup-

plies could be delivered by airdrop. U.S. Army Air 

Corps P-47’s were being used as escorts to protect 

the C-47 air freighters from Messerschmitt attacks.

   Hearing 

the drone of 

an airplane 

engine barely 

caught any-

one’s atten-

tion any lon-

ger. Planes 

were so com-

mon, in fact, 
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that orders were issued not to shoot at any low flying 

German aircraft unless they became hostile. This was 

issued in an attempt to protect all U.S. planes from 

friendly fire damage as they made low level approach-

es to land or drop supplies. 

   However, one plane sounded different. This engine 

had a higher pitch. Out of the north appeared a Ger-

man ME-109 Messerschmitt. It was low and coming 

in for a strafing run. The 1475 hp Daimler-Benz DB-

605 engine could pull the Messerschmitt at over 400 

mph with a climb rate of 4,820 feet per minute.

  Inside the Sherman, the crew was relatively safe. If 

the were caught outside of the armor, Messerschmitts 

were deadly. The vulnerable spot on the Sherman 

to an attacking Messerschmitt was the relatively 

thin ar-

mor which 

covered 

the engine 

compart-

ment of 

the tanks.  

A direct 

hit on the 

compart-

ment cover 

would mean a damaged or blown engine and, conse-

quently a lame tank.

   The Messerschmitt 109 banked sharply right and 
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dropped lower, lining itself up for the strafing run us-

ing the road as a line of site. The gunner in Melvin’s 

tank stood up in the turret, through the commander’s 

cupola and taking the .50 cal anti-aircraft gun in 

hand, readied for return fire.

   The Messerschmitt swung low, skimming the 

ground at barely 80 feet heading straight for the me-

dium tank. The German fighter plane fired a steady 

burst of 7.9 mm lead from its two fuselage guns. The 

lead was stitching two streams of sod and gravel ad-

vancing on the Sherman at unbelievable speed. The 

gunner in the cupola jerked the bolt back on the .50 

cal anti-aircraft gun and pulled the trigger releas-

ing his own barrage of lead. Taking accurate aim on 

a diving fighter was generally difficult. Experienced 

gunners knew that one of the best ways to hit a straf-

ing fighter plane was to fire ahead of the plane and 

allow the plane to fly into the stream of lead. Tracer 

bullets made it possible to see where lead was flying 

without the use of the fixed sight on the gun.

   Both German fighter plane and gunner missed each 

other on the fighter’s first pass. The Messerschmitt 

climbed steeply and banked for a second pass ap-

proaching from the south. This time the pilot of the 

Messerschmitt would attempt to fire its 20mm wing 

cannon at the Sherman. At nearly 13/16” in diam-

eter, if a 20mm shell were to strike the engine covers, 

damage would be inevitable with possible total de-

struction of the tank and crew. 
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   As the Messerschmitt positioned itself for its sec-

ond strafing run, a low growl was heard from some-

where above the German fighter. Out of the east-

south-east mid-morning sun appeared not one, but 

two P-47 Thunderbolts. Powered by a large 2535 hp 

Pratt & Whitney radial piston engine, the sound of 

these U.S. Army Air Corp planes was unmistakable. 

   Weighing over twice as much empty as the Messer-

schmitt (4431 pounds vs 9950 pounds), the addition-

al weight of the P-47 was due not only to the overall 

size difference but also to the larger more powerful 

engine. The Pratt & Whitney engine powered the P-

47 to a 41,000-foot altitude while the Messerschmitt 

topped out at only 30,000 feet. The difference proved 

very advantageous to the Thunderbolt in aerial fights. 

   The Messerschmitt pilot was too focused on the 

Sherman at first to notice the Thunderbolts. The 

pilots of the P-47’s knew that approaching with the 

sun rising behind them would conceal their presence 

and give them a momentary advantage and possibly 

the first strike. Just as the ME-109 pilot was about 

to trigger the 20mm cannon at the Sherman, a quick 

flash of reflected sunlight off one of the Thunderbolt 

canopies caught his eye. Instinctively he knew he was 

at a severe disadvantage. In a one on one dog-fight, 

the nimble ME-109 had an equal chance against 

the stronger P-47. Against two P-47’s mounting four 

12.7mm (1/2” diameter shells) machine guns in each 

wing, he knew he was at a severe disadvantage. He 
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retreated as fast as possible.

   Banking a hard left to the west, then accelerat-

ing into a steep climb the P-47’s gave chase climb-

ing high and fast on the Messerschmitt’s tail until all 

three planes were out of sight. 

   CC B continued to patrol the “Bowling Alley” be-

tween Blaufelden and Bartenstein until Tuesday, 

April 10.  They would later realize that the German 

army had been concealed by the forest and was never 

more than one mile on either side of the road that 

they had been patrolling for the past several days. On 

Wednesday, 

April 11, at 

7:30 a.m., CC 

B was ordered 

to assemble at 

Blaufelden and 

move directly 

to Kirchberg 

located about 

eight miles 

south. On 

their approach 

to Kirchberg, 

the tank col-

umn was again 

menaced by 

the German 

Luftwaffe with 
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limited success in bombing and strafing runs. At 3:00 

p.m. in Kirchberg, CC B was told that it would lend 

support to  the withdrawal of CC A from Crailsheim.  

Additional reinforcements for CC A were not avail-

able, and the current divisions were not strong 

enough to hold their position and counter the Ger-

man offen-

sive.

   An all 

night 

move-

ment from 

Kirchberg 

to Bartens-

tein po-

sitioned 

CC B to 

carry out 

its order 

of covering 

CC A for 

the with-

drawal.  

German in-

fantry and 

artillery 

nagged at the column during the entire night’s travel.

  When CC A had retreated from Crailsheim by early 

morning of April 11, the Battle of Crailsheim officially 
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ended. At dusk that day, the remaining squadrons 

moved safely from Crailsheim to Blaufelden. For the 

10th Armored Division this had been a frustrat-

ing and disappointing battle ending in a stalemate, 

with the Germans ultimately claiming the city of 

Crailsheim. The frustration was due to the feeling 

that, with the help of additional infantry, the U.S. 

Seventh Army and the 10th Armored Division could 

almost certainly have captured and held Crailsheim.

   Even though the city had been relinquished to the 

Germans and the 10th Armored losses were heavy, 

the 10th Armored had managed to capture 2000 Ger-

man soldiers, kill more than 1000 others, shoot down 

50 valuable German aircraft, and divert large num-

bers of German troops, which were needed and en-

gaged elsewhere, to defend Crailsheim.

                                           ✯  ✯  ✯  ✯

Note: 

On June 30, 1944, the Messerschmitt ME-262 jet-

powered fighter plane was introduced into the war 

by the German Luftwaffe. While the Allies called it 

the “Stormbird,” the Germans officially named it the 

“Schwalbe” (Swallow) because it is one of the fastest 

birds in a dive. German pilots referred to it as the 

“Turbo.”

   With speeds of 540 mph, the ME-262 seemed to 

have the advantage over the U.S. P-47’s and P-51’s.  
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However, 

not only 

were the 

German 

jet fight-

ers intro-

duced into 

the war too 

late to be 

of any con-

sequence, 

they also 

were much 

less ma-

neuverable 

than the 

U.S. planes, 

especially 

at lower 

speeds.

   The Luft-

waffe found the jet fighters less useful in a dog fight 

but most beneficial in groups of three or more un-

leashed on Allied bombers.  They would approach the 

bomber from the side, fire their 30mm (1 1/4˝ diam-

eter) cannon or 55mm (1 7/8˝ diameter) rockets, and 

then break off the attack before U.S. fighters could 

give chase.

   It was at Crailsheim that the ME-262 was used 

in numbers against the Allied air freighters bring-
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ing supplies to the 10th Armored Division during the 

battle. Even so, they were basically ineffective in part 

due to the U.S. Army Air Corps P-51 air freighter es-

corts.
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Ohringen, Germany 

Wednesday, April 11, the 10th Armored’s orders 

were to move 25 miles west to Ohringen. The plan 

was to capture it and then continue west to join the 

100th Infantry, 

which was left 

behind at Heil-

bronn and was 

currently ad-

vancing east of 

there.

   The late win-

ter snows had 

turned into 

early spring rain, 

constant and 

cold. The fields 

had turned soft 

and muddy. The 

roads between 

Kirchberg and 

Ohringen weren’t 

in much better 
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condition than the fields. Pavement and concrete cracked 

and crumbled under the steel treads of the long 10th Ar-

mored column.

   On Thursday, April 12, the 10th Armored Division 

entered Ohringen which was heavily defended by both 

the German army and civilian groups. As they entered 

the city, they were fired upon with a hail of panzerfaust, 

artillery, and small arms fire.

   To counter the enemy fire, fifty two cannon of the 10th 

Armored Infantry Division fired simultaneously into pin-

point sections of the town. With the Reserve Command 

arriving in Ohringen at 9:00 p.m., the town was under 

full siege at dawn the next day Friday, April 13. By mid-

afternoon the Nazis withdrew from the burning town.  

After securing the city and squashing civilian resistance, 

several divisions continued west and made contact with 

the 100th Infantry six miles east of Heilbronn. 
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Schwabisch Hall, Germany  

Veering south, on Monday, April 16, CC B with 

CC R and the 254th Infantry were ordered to 

capture Schwabisch Hall, located approximately 

nine miles 

southeast of 

Ohringen.

   As they 

moved further 

south, the ter -

rain changed.  

Now entering 

the Danube 

River Valley 

and Bavaria, 

the path be-

came much 

more rugged.  

They were leav-

ing the flat 

crop fields be-

hind with each 

passing mile.  
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By Wednesday, April 18, CC A, which had been 

traveling slightly behind, moved to a forward posi-

tion. Now six tank columns, two in each combat 

command, were quickly approaching Schwabisch 

Hall.
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Situated in a hilly area of southern Germany once 

known as Swabia, Schwabisch Hall was a medi-

um-sized town full of buildings resembling Swiss 

Chalets. It sits on the banks of the Kocher River, 

which forks in several places as it snakes through 

the town, cutting it in two halves. The great-

est part of Schwabisch Hall is located to the east 

of the Kocher River on ground which rises high 

above the river bank.

   Just outside of Schwabisch Hall, Melvin’s tank 

column was forced to cross a large sloping field 

and move from one narrow country lane to an-

other to avoid an abatis of felled trees nearly a 

hundred yards long. The lower road was elevated 

about four feet higher than the field. A wall of logs 

was utilized as a retainer wall to brace the road 

against erosion and collapse. With no ramp or 

other obvious means of gaining entry to the road, 

the gunner was ordered to load his 76mm gun 

with a high explosive shell and fire, nearly point 

blank, into the retaining wall. Two high explosive 

shells later, the log retaining wall was reduced to 

splinters with a naturally sloping earthen ramp 

which the Sherman used to climb up and onto the 

roadway.

   In the late evening of April 18, CC A rolled into 

Schwabish Hall unchallenged after navigating an 

array of roadblocks, mine fields, and blown bridg-

es which had to be breached.
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   Bypassing Schwabisch Hall after leaving CC A 

behind for the capture, CC B continued south ap-

proximately 

eight miles 

directly to 

Schwabich 

Gmund.  

This town, 

like its sis-

ter city, 

Schwabisch 

Hall, is sur -

rounded  

by remnants of 

an old city wall 

enclosing a city 

of chalet-like 

architecture.  

Gmund sits at 

the confluence 

of two rivers, 

the Rems and 

the Josefsbach 

River.

   Arriving just west of Schwabisch Gmund, CC 

B managed to capture two bridges intact which 

crossed the Rems River. On the morning of April 

20, after crossing the bridges and regrouping, CC 

B continued east past Schwabisch Gmund leaving 
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CC R and the 114th 

Infantry to enter and 

stabilize the old city.

   Meanwhile, by this 

time CC A had en-

tered and successfully 

captured Schwabisch 

Hall and had now hur -

riedly rejoined CC B.  

The two combat com-

mands crossed the Fils 

River just southwest 

of Gmund and raced to 

capture Kircheim on 

Sunday evening, April 

22. The collective strength of the two combat com-

mands easily overpowered the light resistance en-

countered at Kircheim.

   Within 

two days 

CC B had 

covered 

thirty-two 

dif ficult 

miles with 

little to 

no rest 

as well as 

the cap-
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ture of Kircheim and 400 German soldiers, oblit-

erating the German army in this region. The 10th 

Armored Division was now poised to strike east 

to the Danube River and spear much deeper into 

southern Germany.
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Ehingen, Germany
 

Sunday, April 22, CC B and the 10th Armored 

Division drove deep into Bavaria and the heart 

of Nazi Germany, entering Ehingen situated on 

the Danube 

River about 

thirty-five 

miles south of 

Schwabisch 

Gmund.

   Originating 

in the Black 

Forest with 

the conver -

gence of the 

Brigach and 

Breg rivers, 

the Danube 

flows east 

through, or 

touching, 

ten countries 

prior to emp-
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tying into the Black Sea. The Danube River is the 

next to the largest river in Europe, second only to 

the Volga River.

   Traveling south through open fields, approach-

ing once distant mountains with each passing 

mile, CC B surprised a German supply column 

as it topped a ridge across one of the now barren 

fields north of Ehingen.

   As the column sped ahead in an attempt to es-

cape, the German infantry escort turned to face 

the armored division. CC B immediately fanned 

out and aggressively returned fire. The loader 

and gunner in Melvin’s Sherman tank had never 

worked faster or more smoothly. Melvin pulled the 

bolt back on the .30mm machine gun and de-

pressed the trigger with his left hand while feed-

ing the belt of ammunition into the shell port with 

his right hand. Hundreds of white hot phospho-

rous tracer bullets from the .30mm gun strafed 

the field at waist level along with those of count-

less other Shermans.

   The main 76mm tank guns continuously pound-

ed high explosive shells into the moving German 

column. Once the supply column had been totally 

eliminated, burning, exploding, the main guns 

were then turned on the enemy infantry immedi-

ately in front of them. The German infantry, kept 

at a distance, fired their remaining panzerfaust 

ineffectively at the Shermans. Even as the pan-
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zerfaust made occasional contact with a Sherman 

tank, the distance was far too great for the impact 

to damage the thick frontal armor of the tank.

   Within minutes the shelling and small arms fire 

had ceased. The smoke cleared. The field ahead 

which just moments prior had been unscathed, 

was now heavily pockmarked with deep depres-

sions from the exploding shells. Dark, fresh earth 

was turned up over the entire surface of the field 

where there was once the enemy. Now the dead 

enemy lay both within the deep shell depressions, 

and over the entire surface between. Survivors, as 

few as there were, were collected, tended to, and 

left for the 44th and 103rd Infantry division to 

process.

  Just before midnight on April 22, CC B entered 

Ehingen. Early the next morning on April 23, CC 

B captured a bridge over the Danube River, while 

e h i n g e n  ,  G E R M A N Y
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CC A captured two additional bridges a short dis-

tance downstream. Crossing the Danube would 

come quickly. Too quickly for one man. 

   The vision of the tank commander inside the turret 

was severely limited and bridge crossings were always 

difficult inder the best of circumstances. Not only were 

the bridges narrow, but often the approach in either end 

were just as narrow, and perilous, for the wide Sher-

man tanks. Navigating the road under these conditions 

through trees and river debris required a great deal of 

concentration. 

   The commander of the Sherman Melvin was rid-

ing in threw open the hatch and stood with his upper 

body rising above the hatch opening. Within seconds he 

slumped and fell back inside the tank, limp, lifeless, a 

hole through the side of his helmet and blood pouring 

from underneath. A remaining German sniper, hidden 

in a lone building, had done what he felt was his duty.

e h i n g e n  ,  G E R M A N Y
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Ulm, Germany    

The German 19th Army was nearly decimated by April. 

The German 1st and 7th Armies were in tatters due 

largely to the American Shermans. Many German com-

manders were 

discharging as 

many troops as 

possible, fearing 

and anticipating 

ultimate defeat.

   At this stage 

of the war, U.S. 

armies deep 

inside of their 

country were 

capturing town 

after town. Much 

to the detriment 

of the German 

cause, an order 

was issued by 

German High 

Command to 

d a y  6 0
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field officers that, “cities are to be held at all costs. Should 

battle commanders fail to defend every town and village, 

they will be put to death as will all civilians who try to 

prevent battle commanders from doing their duty.”

   The 7th Army decided to attack Ulm. It might be of in-

terest to the reader that Ulm Cathedral, built in the early 

1500’s, is the tallest in the world at 524 feet in height 

built in the early 1500’s.  

   All armored units were sent in search of all available 

bridges across the Danube 

River between Ehingen and 

Ulm. Army intelligence re-

ported that German POW’s 

had informed them of 

plans that the German 1st 

Army would defend Ulm to 

the last man.

   Just prior to midnight 

on Monday, April 23, CC A 

and CC B captured three 

bridges spanning the Dan-

ube. An attack was immi-

nent.

   At 8:54 a.m. on April 25, 

CC R along with the 44th 

Infantry Division captured 

Ulm after much resistance. 

Their entry into the city 

had to be initiated by navi-
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gating a series of mine fields  

which the Germans thought 

impassible. Caught by sur-

prise, 1500 German troops 

were captured because the 

CC R and the 44th had 

picked their way carefully 

through the mine fields.

   The night of Tuesday, 

April 24, while CC R had 

been occupied with attack 

plans capturing Ulm the 

next day, CC A and CC B 

turned south towards Di-

etenheim, twenty three miles distant.  There, CC B engi-

neers erected a floating bridge across the Iler.         

   At 3:00 a.m. a column of Germans trapped on the west 

bank of the 

Iler River 

at Dieten-

heim boldly 

attempted 

to  cross 

the east 

bank on 

the floating 

bridge that 

the 10th 

Armored 

Ulm Cathedral

Present day Dietenheim
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Engineers had just completed. The CC B Shermans had 

bivouacked in a field nearby out of sight of the bridge. The 

Germans, using the pitch darkness of night and a cap-

tured U.S. 

truck to 

lead them, 

tried to 

gain a mo-

mentary 

advantage 

and ele-

ment of 

surprise as 

they ap-

proached 

the bridge. With the German column following a short 

distance behind, the captured truck was stopped for 

questioning by a 10th Armored Division guard on the 

bridge. The non-English-speaking German driver immedi-

ately touched off a small arms fight resulting in the de-

struction of the German column.

   Later that day, April 25, at 2:00 p.m. CC B crossed 

the Iler River on the battle-scared, blood-stained floating 

bridge. Having moved to the eastern bank, CC B at once 

headed south to Memmingen. The sun was warm and 

bright. A comfortable fifty-six-degree spring day and sun 

rise brought the war one day closer to the end.

u l m  ,  G E R M A N Y
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Memmingen, Germany

Continuing south on the eastern bank of the 

Iler River, CC B and the 10th Armored Divi-

sion were covering upwards of thirty miles per 

day in pursuit 

of the Ger -

man army and 

the endeavour 

to capture as 

many cities as 

possible. In 

that period of 

history, mov-

ing an armor 

column thirty 

miles in one 

single day over 

mountainous 

terrain was 

dif ficult if not 

unheard of.

   Twenty-six 

miles farther 

d a y  6 2
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south of Dietenheim lay the town of Memmingen 

a short distance from the banks of the Iler River. 

Along the route to Memmingen, hidden in the edge 

of the forest, were a number of German pillboxes 

capable of causing both casualty and delay to 

the armored divisions. But the German army was 

fragmented and in retreat. The pillboxes, if occu-

pied at all, were undermanned. While they were 

a diversion to the U.S. armor, they were also fod-

der and nothing more than target practice for the 

well-coordinated and well-supplied Shermans.  

Each German pillbox, each German anti-tank gun, 

roadblock, and group of small arms resistors were 

blasted aside by the long column of tanks.

   During the pursuit of the German army, the 
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Germans would typically and intentionally use 

many of the small villages as a place to return 

fire. The village building, civilian sympathizers, 

vehicles and unobstructed vantage points inher -

ent to these small towns made desirable defense 

areas. Because of this practice by the German 

army, the 10th Armored Division developed a new 

counter strategy of its own. Prior to entering a 

town, the town Burgomaster would be summoned 

to visit the 10th Armored Division, and an ultima-

tum would be given. Surrender or be fired upon.  

Often this would result in the town rounding up 

and surrendering its own resisters to the 10th Ar -

mored Tigers.

   Memmingen was one such town captured with-

out a single shell being fired. On Thursday, April 

26, Colonel Basil Thayer, commander of CC B, ir -

ritated by the delay of the surrender of the town, 

sent a message to the town officials stating, “My 

troops will march into town immediately. Display 

white flags. There will be no firing of any kind. 

If opposition is received, our tanks, artillery and 

bombers will destroy the town.” Within an hour 

the town was entered by CC B with no resistance. 

   A German Lieutenant was captured shortly af-

ter Memmingen was occupied. He told Colonel 

Thayer that just prior to CC B entering the city, 

an SS General had stopped him, placed sixty rag-

tag German soldiers under his command, and 
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instructed him to defend the city to the bitter end. 

He himself jumped into his staff car and sped 

away eastward in a cloud of dust in the opposite 

the direction of the entering 10th Armored Divi-

sion.
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Kempten, Germany;  
Imst, Austria ;  
Fussen Germany    

With the war nearing an end, southern Germa-

ny, Bavaria and Austria had become a free-for-

all to see how much German territory could be cap-

tured and held. 

Kempten, Ger-

many, lay just 

twenty miles 

south of Mem-

mingen.  On 

Friday, April 

27, CC B rolled 

into Kempten 

at dawn after 

another sleep-

less night on 

the move. Ele-

ments of CC 

B bypassed 

Kempten and 

immediately 

stabbed farther 

south traveling 
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approximately 50 

miles across the 

Austrian border 

to capture Imst, 

Austria, on Sat-

urday, April 28. 

   Sunday, April 

29, the 10th 

Armored Divi-

sion backtracked 

north entering 

Fussen, Germany, late eve- ning.   

   In trying to locate an alternate route through the 

Alps, CC B was ordered south along the Lech River 

once again cross-

ing the Austrian 

border for a sec-

ond time. Round-

ing narrow moun-

tain roads barely 

wide enough for 

the medium tanks, 

CC B entered a 

large Alpine mead-

ow tall with spring 

grasses. A small band of German infantry were lying 

in wait, positioned on the opposite and right-hand 

sides of the meadow. When the Shermans entered 

the grassy clearing, the German infantry opened fire 

Imst, Austria Skyline

Imst, Austria 
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with a combi-

nation of small 

arms and pan-

zerfaust. At this 

short distance 

the German fire 

was accurate 

and effective.  

Two Shermans 

were immediate-

ly and complete-

ly destroyed. The whole of CC B instinctively fanned 

out on the edge of the meadow as they motored be-

yond the two burning lead tanks. The Sherman main 

guns were rotated to-

wards the flash and 

lingering smoke cre-

ated by the blast of the 

panzerfaust. The tank 

gunners fired volley 

after volley of 76mm 

high explosive toward 

the direction of the 

enemy positions 

while the .30 caliber 

ball gunners quickly 

sprayed the meadow 

edges with a blan-

ket of lead. Tall dry 

Fussen, Germany

Castles near Fussen, Germany
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meadow 

grass was 

sheared in 

half by the 

hot metal 

and set on 

fire by the 

exploding 

shells and 

tracer bul-

lets.

   Within minutes, return fire from the opposite edge 

of the meadow fell silent and the smoke dissipated 

to be replaced once again by crisp clear Alpine air.  

The German infantry had taken a stand, and paid 

the highest 

price.
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Lermoos, Austria

Continuing forward, CC B soon found that the 

only two optional routes through the Alps had 

been effectively blocked, one by an impassable 

concrete barricade and the other by a large deep 

crater blown into the road. Bypassing the Alps 

was no longer an option. 

   With the routes blocked, CC B turned east and 

entered Lermoos, Austria, only six miles south 

of the German border on Monday, April 30. That 

same day Adolph Hitler committed suicide along 

with his wife of twenty-four hours, Ava Braun, in 

their under -

ground bun-

ker. Hitler 

shot himself 

while Ava 

ingested poi-

son. Later, 

their bodies 

were taken 

outside the 

bunker and 
Present day Lermoos, Austria
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burned to keep them from falling into Allied pos-

session.

   The Shermans were randomly placed throughout 

several large fields on the outskirts of Lermoos 

while a number of nearby farmhouses were com-

mandeered to house the soldiers of the 10th Ar -

mored Tigers.

   While there were still small bands of skirmish-

ers and resistors, for all intents and purposes, 

hostilities had come to an end. Germany had been 

defeated. Hitler was dead. His two most trusted 

officers, Himmler and Goering, were in a struggle 

between themselves over who could sue for peace 

with the Allies the quickest without Hitler’s ap-

proval. This further devastated Adolph Hitler. He 

felt he’d been betrayed by those he had trusted 

most.

   Hitler’s statements earlier in the war that Amer -

ican soldiers would never stand and fight proved 

little comfort to the Nazi commanders who’d been 

routed and pushed from one side of their coun-

try to the other by the Allied Armies. They’d seen 

their cities destroyed and their government col-

lapse. 

   Still, the Shermans bivouacked in the sur -

rounding fields had to be guarded from potential 

saboteurs. Each armored member was subject to 

guard duty at any time day or night. The night of 

Wednesday, May 2, was assigned to Melvin. In the 
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early morning hours, he awoke for his assigned 

duty. Realizing that he’d left his M4 Grease Gun 

inside the tank, he searched in the darkness for a 

weapon to accompany him. Sharing the farmhouse 

with soldiers of the 44th Infantry, he easily lo-
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cated an M1 carbine standing upright in a corner 

with several other guns in what would have been 

the kitchen of the small dwelling. Quietly opening 

the door he stepped outside into the cold moun-

tain air, his breath condensing into a vague vapor 

as he began walking the half mile or so down the 

narrow lane to the fields.   

   The night was crisp and the Alpine sky was 

clear. The moonlight was bright enough to light 

the way down the winding gravel road. Waist high 

brush lined the edge of both sides of the road. A 

slight embankment rose on either side just beyond 

the brush.

   Hostilities had nearly come to an end, and Mel-

vin, still a bit groggy with sleep, walked at a lei-

sure pace. He was finally able to think thoughts 

not related to war and self survival--who was in 

front of you, who was behind you, and had they 

seen you before you had seen them.

   Carrying the M1 carbine in his left hand this 

night didn’t seem so dif ferent from the times he’d 

spent hunting rabbit and squirrel just across the 

L e r m o o s ,  a u s t r i a
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creek from the farm in Indiana. 

   He was half way down the deserted silent lane 

when up ahead there came a sound. Something 

rustled the bushes on the side of the road. In-

stinctively Melvin froze in his steps. He squint-

ed through the moonlight trying to see the road 

ahead. He heard the bushes rustle again but 

much closer this time.

   Melvin back-peddled, quickly zig-zagging back 

and forth from one side to the other not taking 

his eyes off of the road ahead of him. Finding an 

opening in the brush, he ducked in, then pulled 

the bolt up and back on the M1 to chamber a 

shell. To his surprise the bolt came completely out 

of the receiver. His left hand held the gun stock 

and barrel, his right hand only the bolt.

   In the darkness with apparent danger in the 

brush up ahead, he struggled to replace the bolt 

into the rifle. Seconds seemed like minutes, but 

his training came through. He’d had to learn how 

to disassemble and reassemble various firearms 

Thompson submachine gun

L e r m o o s ,  a u s t r i a
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blindfolded during basic training. Afterwards he’d 

become qualified as a sharp shooter with an M1 

carbine and rated an expert with a sub-machine 

gun.

   With his carbine reassembled, he emerged from 

the brush and back onto the road, carefully inch-

ing forward. Again the bushes rustled. He shoul-

dered the carbine, finger on the trigger ready to 

fire. Just then a rabbit jumped clear of the brush 

and in a flash disappeared down the lane.

L e r m o o s ,  a u s t r i a
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Garmisch-Partenkirchen, Germany  

Saturday, May 5, CC B and the accompanying 

divisions moved thirteen miles north through 

the Alps to Garmisch-Partenkirchen, Germany.  

Once two dis-

tinct towns, 

Garmisch and 

Partenkirchen, 

separated by 

the Loisach 

River, they 

had grown in 

size becoming 

one indistin-

guishable city.  

Garmisch-

Partenkirch-

en, located  

about eleven 

miles south of 

Oberamergau 

is perched at 

the base of the 

d a y  7 1

Present day Garmisch-Partenkirchen



Zugspitze, the highest of the German Alps at 7000 

feet. The infamous 1936 winter Olympics where 

Adolph Hitler was to show off the superiority of 

the Arian Race were also held in Garmisch-Parten-

kirchen.

   It was here that the 10th Armored Division was 

finally able to relax and enjoy a bit of free time. 

The weather had broken into early spring at the 

base of the Alps. Major General William Morris, 

commander of the 10th Armored Division arranged 

for a full dress parade in Garmisch on Wednesday, 

May 9, VE Day (Victory in Europe). The 7th Army 

command wanted the citizens of Germany to see 

the men and armor which had defeated their army, 

and many curious German citizens showed up for 

the review.

   With all of the bad experiences during war, there 

also came the occasional humorous times. Prior to 

the parade, the armor, artillery, and trucks were 

given a quick wash to remove the battle mud. A 

sand bar had been located just north of Garmisch 

near the small berg of Farchant. Following is an 

example of what a twenty-year -old male will do 

with time to spare. Melvin was told to take a Sher -

man to the river’s edge to clean it for the upcoming 

review. Arriving at the sand bar he slowly pulled 

the tank into the Loisach River up to its treads.  

The Sherman engines had proven themselves ex-

tremely reliable through the war years, and as 
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he began washing the tank Melvin wondered just 

how much water the engines could take on before 

drowning out. So he climbed up onto the back of 

the tank, opened the large hinged engine compart-

ment doors and began pouring bucket after bucket 

of crystal clear water into the compartment.

   With the engine nearly covered by water it still 

would not falter but continued to rumble with life. 

Failing to be able to drown out the engine this way 

only piqued his curiosity. He had another idea. He 

could drive the tank back onto the sandy bank, 

run parallel to the river, accelerate into the up-

per gears, then make a sharp turn to the left and 

plunge the big Sherman tank into the river. 

   The Sherman tank has a sloping wedge-like 

plate in front leading up to the driver’s hatch. So 

as Melvin made that sharp left turn and plunged 

the heavy tank into the river, it sank so deeply and 

with such momentum that a huge wall of water 

came rush-

ing with 

force up 

the sloping 

plate slam-

ming into 

Melvin’s 

face and 

head which 

was pro-
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truding outside of the hatch in order to have an 

unobstructed view as he drove.

   Where did this water originate? The Alps. The 

river was flooded with melting ice water from the 

nearby mountains. The freezing cold wall of water 

slammed his head against the back of the thick 

steel hatch, knocking him half unconscious and 

taking his breath away. As he regained his senses, 

spitting out a mouthful of water and sand, he no-

ticed an audience of soldiers and crewman relaxing 

along the riverbank having the laugh of a lifetime 

at his expense.

   Sometime later during the occupation, Mel-

vin had heard of an amateur boxing team being 

formed. Although he’d never boxed previously, 

this was an opportunity to do something to kill 

some spare time and leave the confines of Gar -

misch, since they were to meet a couple of times 

each week and drive about eleven miles north to 

Oberammergau. The first few weeks were enjoy-

able. He could hold his own in the boxing ring. 

He also had the opportunity to drive past the Op-

era House in Oberammergau where the centuries 

old annual Passion Play is performed. But soon 

came the boxing match with a former U.S. Golden 

Glove Champion. After having his clock thorough-

ly cleaned, he realized that maybe boxing wasn’t 

what it was cracked up to be.

   During the final year of the war, many improve-
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ments were be-

ing made to the 

Sherman tank.  

New and more 

powerful en-

gines were be-

ing designed to 

compete more 

effectively with 

the Panzer and 

Tiger class Ger -

man tanks. 

In the last few 

weeks of the war, a limited number of new 46-ton 

low-silhouette M26 Pershing heavy tanks had been 

manufactured and made their way into Europe. 

Faster, more powerful than the M4 Sherman, the 

M26 mounted a 90mm long barrel high-velocity 

gun with a unique stabilizing system to allow high-
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ly accurate firing of the gun while the tank was in 

motion. 

   It was one of these tanks, delivered into Austria, 

which had to be driven north through the Brenner 

Pass and into Garmisch to assist in the occupa-

tion. Melvin was ordered to accompany another 

driver and an officer into Austria to bring back one 

of several M26 Pershing tanks.

   Taking a jeep, the three of them drove into Aus-

tria where the new tanks had arrived by rail. They 

climbed into the M26 and took their positions. The 

driver in his seat, Melvin in the co-drivers seat, 

and the commander in the turret. The trip back 

through the Alps on the narrow winding roads 

would be gut-wrenching. The brakes and therefore 

the steering was new, tight, and unpredictable. 

The unworn treads providing little traction made 
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driving on hard surfaces seem like skating on ice.

   All along the route back through the Brenner 

Pass, the of ficer would bark steering orders to 

the driver. The orders did little good considering 

the newness of the tank itself. Even in the cold 

mountain air, beads of sweat could be seen form-

ing on the commander’s brow as the tank lurched 

and jerked perilously close to the edge of the 

road with each turn or curve up and down the 

dangerous mountain pass.

   At the base of one such mountain, the road 

terminated at a “T.” The driver descended a steep 

incline and attempted to stop and make a turn to 

the left. The attempt was unsuccessful. He pulled 

back on the stif f brakes with no response. The 

tank plowed through the crossroad, over the curb 

and headed straight for a ledge high over a river. 

He pulled back hard once again on the brakes, 

frantic by now to stop the tank before it plunged 

into the ravine ahead. Finally the treads locked 

up, and the tank came to a halt but not before 

the front came to rest hanging over the ledge like 

something from a Saturday morning cartoon.

    After coming to a halt, the commander wiped 

away the rivulets of sweat, ordered the driver out 

of his position, and Melvin to take the steering 

levers. Melvin pulled the tank into reverse, spun 

the treads initially, then gained a purchase in 

the fresh soil and backed the tank away from the 

G A R M I S C H - P A R T E N K I R C H E N ,  G E R M A N Y
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ledge.

   Finessing the brake levers and acceleration 

pedal Melvin navigated the narrow mountain 

roads sometimes successfully, sometimes com-

ing dangerously close to the edge. Deep down in 

a valley between two ranges, a bridge spanned a 

wide mountain river. In typical Nazi fashion, a 

guardhouse had been placed in an elevated posi-

tion on a concrete riser on one end of the bridge. 

In the recent past this guard house would have 

been occupied by armed German guards, but they 

had long since deserted. The Pershing tank had 

gained speed descending a long incline leading to 

the bridge. Melvin sped past the guard house (30 

mph was the high end speed of a Pershing tank). 

The wide tank gouged heavy tread marks deep 

into the concrete riser as they entered the bridge.

    Just then, entering on the opposite end of the 

bridge coming down a similar incline, came a jeep 

with two men, a driver and a Colonel in the pas-

senger seat. The bridge was wide enough for two 

lanes of vehicle traf fic but too narrow to allow a 

tank as wide as a Pershing and another vehicle to 

pass simultaneously. 

   Melvin had learned enough about the new 

tank that he knew applying equal brake pres-

sure might slow the tank but could also lock the 

tread on one side and spin the tank on the con-

crete surface. The momentum of the 42-ton tank 

G A R M I S C H - P A R T E N K I R C H E N ,  G E R M A N Y
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would easily break through the retaining wall of 

the bridge. So the solution? He wasn’t going to 

attempt to stop at all to allow the higher rank-

ing vehicle the right of way as was customary and 

required.

   The jeep continued to cross on its end, and 

the tank also kept coming. Finally, the Colonel 

realized the tank wasn’t going to allow them the 

right of way. Finding himself facing a Pershing 

tank oncoming at 30 mph, he shouted some un-

heard words frantically to his jeep driver. The 

driver skidded his vehicle to a halt, threw it 

into reverse, wheels spinning, and with his head 

turned backward he reversed as fast as he pos-

sibly could, weaving from lane to lane until he 

was of f the bridge and could back the jeep safely 

of f the road. Melvin continued past the jeep with-

out giving notice. Immediately after arriving at 

Garmisch, before the tank engines had even been 
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shut down, the commander threw of f his helmet, 

jumped down from the tank without saying a 

word and quickly disappeared. Melvin never saw 

that particular tank commander again. 
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Camp Lucky Strike  

Friday, June 29, Melvin departed Garmisch-Parten-

kirchen on a “40 & 8” rail car (so named because 

at only 20.5´ long and 8.5´ wide one car could hold 40 

men or 8 horses. 

The 40 & 8 rail 

car was only 

about half the 

size of the stan-

dard American 

rail car). He was 

bound for Camp 

Lucky Strike 

on the coast of 

France. Stops 

were made peri-

odically on the 

450 mile jour-

ney, one such 

being Paris, 

France, where 

he was allowed 

to spend one day 
Camp Lucky Strike

d a y  1 2 8  -  1 6 1
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site-seeing in-

cluding a visit to 

the Eifel Tower. 

    Camp Lucky 

Strike was located 

inland in the town 

of Saint-Sylvan, 

France, about 

two and a half 

miles from Saint-

Valery-en Caux 

on the coast, and 

thirty seven miles 

north of LeHarve, 

France. When the 

Germans had oc-

cupied France, they had built an airstrip at this location. 

In early 1944 they added several V-1 rocket launch pads 

in the surrounding woods to enable a more effective of-

fensive against Great 

Britain a short distance 

across the English Chan-

nel.

   Great Britain had 

bombed the site repeat-

edly throughout German 

occupation; however, 

after the D-Day landing 

on June 6, 1944, the air-

c a m p  l u c k y  s t r i k e  ,  f r a n c e
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strip was bombed heavily to the point of being unusable 

by the Germans, therefore driving them out completely.   

In September, 1944, American Engineers entered the 

area and rebuilt the landing strip and camp for U.S. use.   

It was to be managed by the 89th Infantry Division.   

The camp began to be occupied by American soldiers at 

Christmas in 1944.

   Camp Lucky Strike slowly became for all intents and 

purposes, a 1500-acre American city. Soldiers were 

housed in one of four “neighborhoods,” each with 2,900 

tents housing 14,500 men for a total of 58,000 soldier 

capacity, all built around the central airstrip which be-

came the “main street” of the camp. There were shops, a 

hospital, clinics, dental offices, churches, a movie the-

ater, and a post office all within the camp limits. After 

Le Harve was captured on September 12, 1944, by the 

British (bombing had destroyed nearly 85% of Le Harve), 

most soldiers either arrived in Europe or departed 

through Lucky Strike. And, towards the end of the war 

in Europe, it became a staging ground for sending highly 

experienced European theater soldiers to the Pacific the-

ater to further engage the Japanese who were still hold-

ing strong at that time. Melvin entered Lucky Strike on 

or around Monday, July 2, 1945.

   After arriving by the 40 & 8 in Saint-Valery-en Caux, 

it was a short two and a half mile truck ride to Lucky 

Strike. Upon entering the gates, the trucks were slowed 

to a stop, and Red Cross nurses and volunteers served 

hot coffee, cakes and donuts prior to being processed 
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and assigned 

their tent quar-

ters. This was 

the closest thing 

Melvin had seen 

to America in 

five long months 

of constant daily 

battle condi-

tions.

   Accommoda-

tions at Lucky 

Strike weren’t exceptionally comfortable for the soldiers. 

However, a large tent and a cot every night far exceeded 

sleeping and living inside a small cramped Sherman 

tank with four other men. The winter of 1944-1945 had 

been unusually severe. Therefore the quality and abun-

dance of food available to the occupants of Lucky Strike 

was poor. But with the assistance from French civilians, 

breads, jams, and jellies were available and eaten almost 

exclusively 

by the sol-

diers until 

late 1945 

when food 

began ar-

riving from 

America on 

c a m p  l u c k y  s t r i k e  ,  f r a n c e
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a more regular 

basis. For a 

month Melvin’s 

diet consisted 

almost entirely 

of a large scoop 

of peanut but-

ter, a scoop of 

orange mar-

malade, and a 

slice of bread 

with coffee three meals per day. Every man was ordered 

through the food line. At the end of the line if you didn’t 

want your “meal,” a large dump bin was nearby. Howev-

er, every man was given the opportunity for three meals 

each day. “You had to go through the line, but they 

couldn’t make you eat,” Melvin recounts.

   Japan had yet to surrender. The war was considered 

far from over, and plans were being drawn for a U.S. 

invasion of Japan. The additional soldiers needed for the 

invasion would come from Europe. Camp Lucky Strike 

as the largest allied military camp in Europe was the 

natural place of staging and embarkation to Japan.

   Plans for the invasion of Japan were drawn, and on 

October 18, 1945, the Sixth Army would invade the 

southern coast of Kyushu. Over half a million men and 

3000 warships were to be involved in the largest land 

invasion in history. On May 1, 1946, assuming the war 

continued, two additional armies would land in support 

Meal line at Lucky Strike

c a m p  l u c k y  s t r i k e  ,  f r a n c e



of the Sixth Army. The Seventh and Third Armies who 

had performed so flawlessly and aggressively in Europe 

were the likely candidates after receiving additional is-

land warfare training back in the States.
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Camp Lucky Strike by air.
Airstrip in center of photo.
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Coming Home      

Saturday, August 4th dawned warm and cloud-

less. The sun rose to find Melvin and a large 

number of Seventh and Third Army soldiers already 

in a convoy of trucks motoring towards Saint-Valery-

en Caux. They stopped briefly at the train station, 

still damaged by a runaway train engine in January, 

1945, which killed 54 soldiers. Additional soldiers 

rotating out were picked up, and they continued 

south to Le Harve, France, following the coastline.

   An hour and a half later the column of dusty drab 

green “Duece and a Half” trucks approached the 

ruins of Le 

Harve. En-

tering the 

harbor from 

the north-

east, Melvin 

could begin 

to see the 

long piers 

and rows of 

ocean going 
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vessels. Be-

yond them a 

vast expanse 

of ocean 

merged with 

the sky at 

some unde-

finable point.

   The con-

voy of 

trucks drove 

through the 

harbor down 

paved roads lined with military vehicles, armor, dull 

green construction equipment and military long-

shoremen directing the movements of both man and 

machinery like orchestra conductors. The trucks 

drove past several piers and a number of large 
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ships. Finally the convoy made a left turn onto one 

of the great piers where a huge ship was docked to 

their right. The name “Aquatania” was painted on 

the bow. Dark grey with a light-colored super-struc-

ture, the Aquatania was launched in 1913 for the 

Cunard Line and was the answer to the White Star 

Lines Olympic-class ships which included the Olym-

pic, Britannic, and the Titanic.

   At 901 feet in length, in peacetime she would ac-

commodate 1200 passengers plus crew. As a troop 

transport she would carry more than four times that 

number. The Aquatania had been used to transport 

soldiers in WW I and had been retrofitted with six 

inch guns to be used as a transport now in WW II.

   The convoy stopped. Melvin and the other soldiers 
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hurried out of the trucks, anxious to board the ship 

that would carry them back home. An officer of the 

Aquatania accompanied by an army officer met the 

soldiers and guided them towards the gangway and 

up onto the deck of the ship. Just as on the voyage 

to Europe, the men were immediately assembled on 
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deck, given basic instructions and their berth as-

signments by rank and division. Shortly before noon, 

two harbor tugs approached the Aquatania and as-

sisted in moving her clear of the long concrete pier. 

Safely away, her engines fired, her quadruple screws 

began to turn, and 5000 battle-hardened soldiers 

were headed home across the Atlantic.

   Melvin noticed that ironically the voyage home was 

much smoother than the voyage across just seven 

months earlier. Or perhaps, considering all he and 

the other soldiers had experienced during the past 

months, or years in the case of many of them, they 

felt that nothing could ever again unnerve them.  

Their lives had been forever changed in a way that 

could never be explained to those back home. Most 

of the soldiers had no desire to try.

   On Monday, August 6, at 8:16 a.m., two days 

into their voyage home, the first atomic bomb was 

dropped on Hiroshima, Japan. The end of the war in 

the Pacific was imminent. The war that Melvin and 

so many other battle weary men had come to know 

came to an end that same day.

                               ✯ ✯ ✯ ✯

   On Saturday, August 12, 1945, the Aquatania 

slipped into the upper New York Bay. Lady Liberty 

would never look this beautiful to these young men 

again as they lined the deck railings to catch their 

first glimpse of the New York harbor. Home was at 
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last becoming more than just a dream.

   News from home was almost impossible to obtain 

in battle. As the U.S. Seventh Army drove the Ger-

mans deeper into Bavaria, they stayed well ahead of 

the mail trucks. Current news from home was nonex-

istent. While at Camp Lucky Strike, they heard ru-

mors from the men just arriving that an airplane had 

struck the Empire State Building. Few believed this 

seemingly absurd tale.

   As the Aquatania rounded Manhattan Island and 

moved north up the Hudson River, it became clearly 

visible:  a gaping 18´ x 20´ hole in the side of the Em-

pire State Building at the 78th and 79th floors. The 

rumors had been true after all.

   On Saturday, July 28, 1945, at 9:50 a.m., a B-25 

bomber crashed into the building. It had been piloted 

by 27-year-old Lt. Col. William Smith, a highly deco-

rated flyer with two years of combat experience over 

Europe. Flying from New Bedford, MA, to LaGuardia, 
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he apparently became con-

fused about his location 

in almost zero visibility 

due to a heavy fog. Nar-

rowly missing the Rock-

efeller Center, he pulled up 

quickly, descended again 

and slammed into the Em-

pire State Building. All 

four servicemen on board 

were killed. Fourteen in the 

tower died. The impact was 

heard as far away as two 

miles.

   One wing of the B-25 was found a block away on 

Madison Avenue. One of the engines was found on the 

opposite side of the Empire 

State Building having fall-

en on the roof of a shorter 

twelve-story building. The 

second engine had crashed 

through a set of elevator 

doors and fell 79 stories to 

the lobby below. The fuse-

lage was destroyed complete-

ly and never recovered.

           ✯ ✯ ✯ ✯   

   Harbor tugs pushed the 

Aquatania alongside Pier 
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90, just one pier from where Melvin had departed 

in February, 1945. The huge crowds of people who 

formerly welcomed the troops home had long since 

stopped showing up for ship dockings. There was 

only a small number of the curious and a few family 

members to welcome these men home. The returning 

soldiers disembarked and were led to a large mess 

hall a short distance away where they were told they 

could order anything from the menu. Large, thick 

steaks seemed to be popular. Not having had ketch-

up the entire time in Europe, and being a lover of 

that particular condiment, Melvin emptied more than 

two bottles on his meal. It was good, but still couldn’t 

come close to the ketchup his mother made from their 

own field-grown tomatoes back home.

c o m i n g   h o m e
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  Melvin continued his service as a large equipment 

driver until his enlistment ended on July 1, 1946. Had 

the war not ended when it did, he would possibly have 

been in Japan on that date after taking part in an 

invasion of Japan. Instead he caught a train from Ft. 

George Meade, Maryland, and went back home to the 

farm in Starlight, Indiana.

   My mother talks of the time after my dad returned 

home. While working in the farm fields, every few min-

utes he’d stop, straighten up, and look around. I sup-

pose old habits and important life-saving learned be-

haviors are hard to break. 

   To this day he still feels the aggravation of the once 

frost bitten hands and feet he suffered on that night 

outside of Hockenheim, Germany. Yet I’ve never once 

heard him utter a complaint.

   What I’ve learned from Dad is immeasurable. He 

taught me how to fish and handle a gun. He showed 

me how to work wood. He gave me an appreciation for 

the outdoors. And, by example, he taught me how to 

face life’s challenges calmly.

   Between 1941 and 1946, over 16 million men served 

in the military, 11.26 million alone served in the U.S. 

Army. Battle deaths totaled 291,000 for all branches of 

service. 

   On Tuesday, August 14, 1945, Japan surrendered. 

After almost four years, U.S. participation in World 
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War II ended, at least according to historical records. 

It lived on in the minds and actions of every man who 

served, and their sacrifices should never be forgotten 

by those of us who follow. 

    How often have you seen someone like Melvin wait-

ing in line at a grocery check-out or a department store 

counter? Nothing about his appearance reveals the 

rugged paths he walked in the line of duty. In spite of 

the unwillingness to “go back” and reveal his worse 

nightmares, you might notice an extra glimmer of pride 

in the eye of this veteran when he watches Old Glory 

being raised. 

   For risking his life for our country and for us, he will 

forever be our hero.

                               ✯ ✯ ✯ ✯

“Courage is not simply one of the virtues, but the form of every virtue at 

the testing point”

—C.S. Lewis 
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Page 4 of General Orders No. 107, Hq. 10th Armd. Div., 31 May 1945
   Private First Class Melvin C. Engle 35907970, Company A, **Tank Bat-
talion, United States Army, for heroic achievement in connection with military 
operations against an enemy of the United States at Hockenheim, Germany 
on 30 and 31 March, 1945. Private First Class Engle, tank bow gunner, 
voluntarily remained with a wounded companion for a period of 9 hours in en-
emy infested territory and under intense hostile fire until medical assistance 
arrived. His exemplary conduct reflects great credit upon himself and the 
military forces of the United States. Entered the military service from Floyd 
Knobs, Indiana
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PROGRESS
THROUGH 
GERMANY

SEVENTH ARMY
10 ARMORED DIVISION 

 MAPS OF TRAVEL 
FEBRUARY 27, 1945 

THRU
APRIL 29, 1945

The route shown on the following pages are approximated as 
closely as possible by city references available at time of writing. 
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Plate 1
Trier; Ehrang; Zerf; St. Wendell



 ✯ 1 6 2  D A Y S ✯

175

 ✯ 1 6 2  D A Y S ✯

Plate 2
Kaiserslautern; Annweiler
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Plate 3
Landau; Ludwigshafen; Worms; Mannheim; Schwezingen; Bruchsal
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Plate 4
Heilbronn; Lauffen
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Plate 5
Crailsheim, Blaufelden, Bartenstein; Ohringen; Schwabisch Hall
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Plate 6
Schwabisch Gmund; Kircheim
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Plate 7
Memmingen; Kempten
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Plate 8
Imst, Austria
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Plate 9
Fussen; Lermoos; Garmish-Partenkirchen
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