Camp Atterbury

to

England to Normandy

&

Crossing the Channel


Having been assigned to the 30th Infantry Division about the first of November, 1943, I was assigned to Co. “M”, for lack of a better place to put me.  I was a ‘surplus officer’ and had no Platoon, so I just tagged along with other platoons, as directed by the Company Commander.


The Company was doing some last minute training – cold weather training – and at times it was bitter cold, with a lot of snow and biting cold wind sweeping across the fields.

After a week or two, I was reassigned, on temporary duty to the Regimental Hq. as the “Regimental Packing and Crating Officer”.  We were preparing for overseas shipment at this time.

My principle duty was to acquire all of the necessary crates, of varying standard sizes, for each Company, and to supervise the packing of each Company’s equipment according to the Table of Equipment, and to ascertain that nothing that was not on the TOE, was included in these crates. Too much possibility for personal equipment to be included, which was not authorized.  Weight restrictions were to be strictly adhered to.

After all of the crates were properly packed and unit markings and special shipment markings were accomplished, I had to oversee the loading of these crates into railcars for shipment to ‘a port’ somewhere.  That was the reason for the ‘special unit markings’.  That told to which Port of Embarkation they were to go, and on which ship they were to be loaded.

This all accomplished by the end of January, 1944, I then reverted back to Company “M” for further duty.

We then had nothing but our own personal equipment to worry about. But, in the meanwhile, we were issued lightweight tan, cotton uniforms!  Ah Ha!! A dead givaway, as to where we were going – to the Pacific, of course!

About the first of February, all was ready, and we entrained at the Camp Atterbury railhead, and took off for a destination unknown..  However, we knew that we were going eastward.  To New York?  Virginia?  Boston?? Lots of speculation.  But by following signage at each station that we passed through, we were able to finally determine that we were enroute to Boston.

After two days we finally arrived at Camp Myles Standish, near Boston, Mass. awaiting our call to the Boston Port of Embarkation.

At about the same time that I left Camp Atterbury with the 30th, Mary, my wife, left Columbus, IN, where we had been living in a private home, where we had a bedroom and kitchen privileges, and went to Boston, Mass, to live with my Mother ‘for the duration’.

After arriving at Camp Myles Standish, we were confined for a few days, but after all of the necessary paper work and medical processing had been accomplished, we were allowed to go out on pass until 6:00 AM each morning.  Do our necessaries during the day, then looked forward to another pass – if all of our requirements of the day were met.

The first night that we were allowed to go out on pass, I of course headed for Boston and home.  It was quite a surprise to Mary and my Mother when I rang the doorbell, they opened the door, and there I stood.  We had bid our final farewells in Columbus the week before, never knowing or dreaming that we would meet again so soon.

We followed the same routine for the next few days, but always with the knowledge that one night I would not come home – we were again confined in preparation for boarding ship the next morning,

There we boarded onto 3 ships, which were converted cruise liners, to Army troop carriers. These were the SS Argentina, the SS Brazil and the SS John Ericsson.

Each ship carried its complete Regimental Combat Team, plus a few other miscellaneous troops.

The ships left the POE of Boston on 12 February in a blinding snow storm, and proceeded out into the North Atlantic, where we joined in with other ships from Norfolk, VA and New York, NY, creating the largest convoy to ever cross the Atlantic.

We had an uneventful crossing which took us 10 days.  Occasionally we would see one or two of the destroyers and sub-chasers leave the convoy and take off to some unknown destination, shortly to return, but we never had any positive report of any sub sinkings. We ran into some stormy weather, which in February was normal for the North Atlantic, but only for a few days, and not too many got sea-sick.

In order to keep busy, the troops were required to do Close Order Drill morning and afternoon, watching training films and studying and practicing a limited amount of tactics.

During the crossing, the Officers ate in the ‘formal dining room’, which as yet had not been converted from its sumptuous former cruise line splendor, with the same white coated waiters serving the meals.  Most were pretty elegant.  Maybe ‘fattening us up for the kill’!!  The Officers also slept in partially converted sleeping quarters, 8-10 to a Stateroom – not too bad as compared to the Enlisted Men.  Half of the Enlisted Men slept below in bunks, stacked 6 high, and they had to stay in the immediate vicinity for a 12 hour shift. The other half were required to stay on deck to participate in the forgoing activities.  The men were fed twice a day, on a very strict time schedule, as there were over 4,000 men aboard.  By the time that one meal finished being served, it was time to start feeding the next meal,  It was a miraculous juggling act!!

The 117tth RCT landed at Liverpool on the 22nd, the 119th RCT landed at Bristol on the 22nd  and the 120th RCT landed at Glascow on the 22nd also.

The 30th Division Headquarters had preceded us by a few days, sailing on the Queen Mary, landing in Southampton 

The 30th Division Headquarters settled into their new home at Chichester, right on the south coast, remaining there thru March, when they moved to Chesham in early April, just north of London, and remained there until the time of the invasion in June.

The 117th Regiment landed at Liverpool on 22 February, and moving by train was initially situated at Petworth, in Sussex, and later moving toHemel Hempstead, where it remained until the alert call prior to our shipping out to Normandy.

The 119th Regiment initially landed at Bristol, on the coast on 22 February, and  moved into billets, which were private homes

The 120th RCT, after having landed in Gourock, Scotland, on 22 February 1944, as this was the debarking point for Glascow, at the mouth of the Clyde River.  Here we transferred onto smaller boats and sailed up the Clyde River to Glascow, debarking there, and immediately loading onto trains that were waiting to take us down to the South coast of England.  A few of us, who had previously been assigned as the Packing and Crating crew, remained there for a few days to oversee the unloading of all of the equipment from the SS Argentina, transfer to waiting barges, and bringing it up river to Glascow.  There it was unloaded, then transferred to trains, and shipped to its final destination, Bognor Regis, on the south coast of England. 

 All of this took about a week.  We had a few unique experiences here getting used to a new culture – sleeping on straw mattresses, eating ‘strangely prepared foods’ and drinking warm beer!!

After I arrived in Bognor Regis, I was faced with the task of unloading all of the freight cars with all of the RCT’s equipment, and having it delivered to each respective unit.  Units were scattered all around the area within about a 25-30 mile radius.

In the final analysis, after all was accounted for and delivered, out of the entire shipload of equipment shipped, only one bundle of tent pegs was missing!

I then reverted back to my originally assigned Company “M”, still as a ‘surplus officer’.

Our 120th Regimental Combat Team, after arriving in Glascow on 22 February, moved by train to the south coast area and was stationed in Bognor Regis, a very lively resort town right on the coast, and our Regimental CP was located in the Royal Hotel, right across the street from the Beach. Some of the other units of the Combat Team were scattered around the surrounding area, as there were not enough billets in any one area to accommodate everyone in any one town.

The 3rd Battalion, of which I was a member, being in Co. “M” as a Mortar Platoon Leader, was situated in a suburb of Bognor Regis, named Felpham, and we were billeted in private homes which had been taken over by the army, as there were no barracks or other suitable buildings in which we could be housed.

Our main duty at this time was to patrol the shoreline in a designated area, to spot any possible intruders or submarines off the coast.  To the best of my knowledge, no intruders or submarines were ever spotted by our patrols during our entire stay there. We made many friends there in the area, as during off duty hours, we had to walk everywhere we went, and in passing by the homes which were still occupied by the local citizens, they often would call to us to come in for a “spot of tea”.  They were a very hospitable people, and of course, very happy that we were there to help them, as they were ‘war weary’ when we got there.

It was here that we became acclimated to their “warm beer”!! Ughhh.  It took a lot of getting used to it, but, for the lack of a ‘good cold beer’ we adapted. 

Each day we would take longer and longer hikes out into the rural areas, then we started Company and Battalion exercises, and later some Regimental exercises, all in preparation for the ultimate goal – the Invasion of Normandy.

On our hikes around the English countryside, the amount of supplies and equipment that was stacked along each road, no matter how narrow or out of the way it was, it was staggering to the imagination. There were various models of tanks, trucks, artillery pieces, pallets of artillery ammunition of various caliber, food, clothing and all sorts of supplies and equipment.  Mile after mile after mile, here it was all stacked under all the trees along the roads, and out in the open, as there were no indoor facilities that could handle even a very small portion of this tremendous amount of supplies and equipment.  However, it was all in waterproof sealed containers, and as for the vehicles, they were adequately weather proofed.

Training, range firing, more hiking, checking equipment, reorganizing, studying maps of the projected invasion area, and repetitive training and drills day after day, was the order of the day.

Suddenly during the late night of 5-6 June, we heard a tremendous noise – the noise of hundreds – if not thousands – of planes flying overhead and heading South.

We knew then that “The Invasion Was On”!!!  

Several days later, the call for us finally came, and we mounted our vehicles and took off for ‘we knew not where’ but we just followed the leader. After a number of hours ( it seemed like days), we arrived at the “Marshalling area” near Southampton, where we were ‘locked in’, out of contact with all of the outside world.  We knew nothing about what was going on, nor how well, or otherwise, about the invasion, so we just sat there and waited, smoking one cigarette after another, writing letters, fondly cleaning our weapons, and thinking, and wondering – when will we go, and what will it be like.

With all of the anticipation and practice that we had, here we were now facing the real thing, which we had never done before.

At last our turn had come, so again we mounted our vehicles and headed to Southampton and were deposited shipside where, late in the afternoon, we were supposed to board our own LCI, (Landing Craft Infantry), for our adventuresome voyage across the English Channel. This I remembered very well as being the 12th of June, as the next day was to be my 27th birthday!! Wow!! What a party this was to be!!!

Off we went out into the Channel that evening, to a point that had been designated as “Picadilly Circus”.  This was a point at which all of the landing craft were to rendezvous, and form up in specific packets of so many ships, destined to go to certain points along the coast as had been predetermined.  So far, so good.

About midnight, as best I could recollect, ‘our packet was formed up’ and we took off into the wild blue yonder.  This was a United States ship, under the command of some Canadians, and being directed by the British, ashore.  All of this led to confusion that would turn out to be unimaginable.

In the preparation and orientation that we had been undergoing and studying, we were to land at Omaha Beach, with its narrow rocky beach, facing high cliffs to the south, and a winding road up through a draw, which we were supposed to go after landing. This beach was to be clear of any mortar or artillery fire, as the front line had moved inland to a point about 5 miles to the south – basically out of range of fire.

As we approached the beach, we noticed that it was a wide sandy beach, with no cliffs, and we were facing westward!?!  Not to question the wisdom of our leaders, we unloaded the LCI.  The beach was under sporadic artillery fire. And a few rounds landed in our vicinity, further supporting our feeling that we were in the wrong place, but perhaps not by much.

All of the 3rd Battalion which had been on this ship, plus the Service Company and Cannon Company and all of their vehicles, were entirely unloaded, and ready to go somewhere.

Soon we found out!! From the Beachmaster, the Battalion Commander learned that we were on the wrong beach!!  Wow! So much for ‘boat drivers’!!  How did he ever get a license to drive one of those monsters??

Without too much problem, the entire 3rd Battalion re-loaded onto the LCI, but there was a problem when it came to the Service and Cannon  Companies’ vehicles. They were unable to reload due to the out-going tide.  The ship had bottomed out as it was, with just the infantry aboard!  Ultimately, we were fortunate that there were two other LCI’s nearby that threw us ropes, and pulled us off of the sand bar that we were hung up on.

So, what to do about the Service Company and Cannon Company??  It was decided between the Battalion Commander and Capt. Layton Tyner, C.O. of Service Co., that he should “make a run for it”, along the main highway through St. Mere Eglise, through Carentan, and then tie in with the 30th Division at Isigny.  What they did not know at this point, was the fact that Carentan was not completely cleared of enemy action, and that fighting was still going on in the center of the town.  However, upon approaching this situation when they arrived at Carentan, Capt. Tyner decided to make a wild dash through the town.  Very fortunately, the Service Company made this trip without any casualties or loss of vehicles, and later joined up with the Division at Isigny.

In the meanwhile, the 3rd Battalion sailed across the bay, about 40 miles, to Omaha Beach, where we were initially supposed to land at Vierville-sur-Mer, and disembarked there.  Now, where to go?  There were no guides left behind to lead us to the new assembly area, near Isigny.

By the luck of the draw??, I was designated to go forward and find the Regiment in the assembly area, that had been designated on our maps.  With a jeep and driver, we headed up the draw and went to the village of Formigny, then right towards Isigny.  After a few miles, and following the designation on my map, I found the Regimental assembly area, and learned just where the 3rd Battalion was to be bivouacked for the night.

Dashing back over the same route, just in reverse, I found the leading point of the 3rd Battalion on the road, and informed the Battalion Commander, just where we were to go.

At this point, I was still a ‘surplus officer’ in Company “M”, and upon this event, it was realized the necessity of a Liaison Officer, thus my job was created, and in which I remained. I was then transferred to the 3rd Battalion Hq. and took up the position of Liaison Officer, between the Regimental Hq. and the Battalion Hq.

The next morning, we arose very early, and ‘hit the road’.  We were assigned to go into the line of combat between the 29th Infantry Division and the 101st A.B. Division, at a point just South of Isigny, and at the community of Mont Martin-en-Graignes.  Following our planned route, the Regiment found itself at a community of St. Pellerin.  It was here that the 120th Regiment established its 1st Command Post on the Continent.  After the first night bivouacked in an apple orchard, and enduring some intermittent artillery shelling, the C.P. was moved into the chateau of Mr. Paul Fremond, where it stayed over the next few days. Mr. Gustave Fremond, the son of Mr. Paul Fremond, is still a very good friend of the 30th Division! (2004)

Actually, the first contact with the enemy was made, after relieving the 29th Division and 101st A.B. Division’s positions on 15 June at Mont Martin-en-Graignes, and we continued onwards toward the Vire et Taute Canal, which at that time was a very formidable barrier to us.

From the 15th of June until the 1st part of July, there was considerable tough fighting to conquer and cross this Canal, then allowing us to enter and liberate St. Jean-de-Daye on 7 July 1944. 

Shortly after the liberation of St. Jean-de-Daye and a few other small communities, we were hit by a tremendous counterattack by the Germans.

Fighting through the hedgerows in this area, was something that we had not prepared for in England, and we had to do a lot of improvising in our tactics in fighting the enemy.

The counterattack was successfully repelled, and we continued to move forward, however so very slowly.  Our gains were measured in yards!  One hedgerow to the next in a day!

In my job of keeping liaison between the Regimental Hq. and the 3rd Battalion Hq., I was required to be on 24 hour duty – on call as and when needed, which became a very tiring activity. 

Over this period of time of ten days, I did not have time to actually lay down to sleep for any extended time, just cat naps occasionally.  This took a toll on the body and mind, and I ended up with what was called ‘battle fatigue’.  I did not know where I was, who I was or what I was supposed to be doing.

Very fortunately, being close to the actual front lines, I fell and was lying on the ground, when I was picked up by some medics from an adjacent unit.  They had difficulty determining who I was and what unit I belonged to, as, per the Geneva Convention, all that I was supposed to reveal to anyone, ‘when captured’ was to give “Name, Rank & Serial Number”.  Nothing else!  However, they evacuated me, and the next thing I knew about 3 days later was that I was in the 44th Evacuation Hospital, diagnosed as having a severe case of Battle Fatigue and some minor wounds and scratches.

After a period of recuperation, I was released from the hospital and returned to my unit.

I arrived back at the Regimental Hq. at about 11:00 AM on 24 July, the very time that Operation Cobra was to go into effect.  As I left the ambulance, and went into the Regimental Hq. building to report back for duty, one of our “friendly bombs’ fell short and hit the ambulance from which I had just left 10 minutes earlier.

At this point I was reassigned to duty as a Liaison Officer, but this time as the Regimental to Division Hq, Liaison Officer. A better and more secure position, to be sure, but one of increasing responsibility and secrecy level.

I remained in this position for the duration of the war.

This is just a brief summary of my activities from the time I joined the 30th Infantry division and when we left the States, until we got in combat, most of which is not covered in any of the history books.







Frank W. Towers







1st Lt. Inf.  120-M

Liaison Officer

