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A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE 45th INFANTRY DIVISIO N IN THE SECOND WORLD WAR 

INTRODUCTION 

America was slow to awaken from her twenty five years of isolationism 

following The Great War . She had wrung her hands over Japan's 

military expansions and atrocities in Asia since 1937. But Germany ' s 

lightning victory over Poland in September of 1939, and decisive 

conquest over France, Belgium, and Luxembourg the following year 

shocked the Nation into action. 

On 27 August, 1940, Congress passed a Joint Resolution which 

federalized the entire National Guard for a twelve month period 

divided into twenty-two increments . The first increment was the 

largest, 63,646 men . The first organizations mobilized were the 45th , 

30th, 41st, and 44th Infantry Divisions, eighteen coastal artillery 

units, and a number of observation squadrons (1). 

On 16 September, the 45th Infantry Division's headquarters was 

transferred to Fort Sill, Oklahoma for induction and basic training. 

Major General Williams. Key reported the Division's 13 , 109 members 

ready for duty on 1 October 1940 (2). On 28 February, 1941, the 

first elements of the Division were transferred to Camp Barkeley near 

Abilene Texas , the rest of the Division arrived by the 7th of the 

follow i ng month (3) . 
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CAMP BARKELEY, TEXAS 

In 1941 Camp Barkeley looked nothing like the military installation 

it would become by wars end . When the Thunderbirds arrived at "Camp 

Smokey Okie" (a subsidiary camp on Camp Barkeley . ) that March, they 

found a tent city sitting on an undrained prairie, unprotected from 

the still harsh cold winds, and even the railroad siding was 

incomplete. Regardless, training commenced immediately in order to 

assimilate the Division's new draftees into the Division organization 

( 4) • 

Training at Camp Barkeley was rigorous indeed . In addition to 

physical fitness training, marksmanship traini ng, forced marches , 

obstacle courses, and of course KP, the Division also organized 

Command Post Exercise (or CPX's), various field training problems , 

war games, and maneuvers which pitted company against company, and 

regiment against regiment . At times more than 23,000 men from VIIIth 

Corps Divisions would be involved in these war games. In June of 

1941, near Brownwood, Texas , in excess of 70,000 troops participated 

in extensive maneuvers (5) . 

The famous Louisiana Maneuvers of 1941 began in the Summer of that 

year . On the 2nd of August the 45th Infantry Division began leaving 

Camp Barkeley to join the rest of the Third Army near Mansfield, 

Louisiana (6) . Everyone in the Division was well aware that the one 

year of Federal service was up in September , at the close of the 

Louisiana Maneuvers. Many in the Division feared that the "polish" 
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thus far achieved would be quickly lost after demobilization . Many 

Guardsmen however were looking forward to returning home . That 

August, as the Thunderbirds sweated through the grueling Louisiana 

war games, Congress approved the Service Extension Act . Word was 

received by the Division's troops in early September that the War 

Department had extended the one year activation period. Though the 

Guardsmen would remain on active duty, the 1940 draftees, who had 

also been activated for one year, were withdrawn from the Division, 

returned to Camp Barkeley and discharged. The 180th Infantry 

Regiment alone lost five htindred men (7) . With the conclusion of the 

maneuvers on 29 September, 1941 the Division returned to Camp 

Barkeley and another unwanted surprise. All enlisted men with 

dependents or who were over twenty eight years old were ordered 

transferred into the Enlisted Reserve Corps, separating more trained 

troops from the Division, two months from the outbreak of war (8) . 

Even before the events of December 7th, 1941 the War Department had 

been planning the reorganization of the National Guard from the 

"square" Division based around four infantry regiments, to the 

regular Army' s "triangular" Division, eliminating brigades and 

organizing the division around three infantry regiments . This would 

of course result in a reduction of officer slots (9). 

When a square division the 45th had consisted of Headquarters and 

Headquarters Company and Special Troops which contained military 

police, ordnance, and signal companies; the 89th Infantry Brigade , 

containing the 157th and 158th Infantry Regiments ; the 90th Infantry 
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Brigade, containing the 179th and 180th Infantry Regiments; the 70th 

Field Artillery Brigade, containing the 70th Brigade Hq and Hq Btry, 

158th, 160th, and 189th Artillery Regiments; the 120th Quartermaster 

Regiment; the 120th Engineer Regiment; and .the 120th Medical 

Regiment . Late in 1941 the infantry regiments which had lost so many 

men when the draftees were released, were ordered to reassign men to 

the 158th Infantry Regiment, Arizona's own, in order to bring that 

organization up to full strength pending its reassignment under the 

new triangle reorganization (10). 

Just before Christmas 1941, the 158th Infantry Regiment departed Camp 

Barkeley for the Panama Canal Zone . On the first of February, 1942, 

it was joined by the 2nd Battalion of the 158th Field Artillery 

Regiment and together they formed the 158th Regimental Combat Team 

(ACT). During their_ training in the jungles of Panama the 158 ACT 

adopted the nick name "Bushmasters". Later these Oklahomans less the 

158th FA Bn, found themselves facing the Japanese in the Southwest 

Pacific Theater of Operations (11). 

The new Table of Organization and Equipment (TO & E) took effect on 

27 February 1942 . Upon completion the 45th Infantry Division 

consisted of : Division Headquarters and Headquarters Company; the 

157th, 179th and 180th Infantry Regiments ; the 120th Engineer 

Battalion ; the 45th Cavalry Recon Troop ; the 120th Medical Battalion ; 

the 45th Military Police Company ; Division Artillery Hq and Hq Btry, 

the 189th Medium Field Artillery; the 158th , 160th , and 171st, Light 

Field Artillery Battalions ; the 700th Ordnance Co . ; the 45th 
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Quartermaster Co, and other support units . Additionally, the 106th 

Antiaircraft Battalion, the 191st Tank Battalion , and the 645th Tank 

Des t royer Battal i on were attached to the 45th (12) . 

The 45th Infantry Di vision continued its r igoro us training at Camp 

Barkeley , until 5 April 1942 , when the Division recei ved orders to 

move to Fort Devens , Massachusetts . At Ft . Devens the Division 

received la r ge numbers of new draftees and training started all over 

again . On 13 October, 1942 , Brigadier General Troy H. Middleton , who 

had been the Assistant Di vision Commander , relieved Major General Key 

as Division Commander . General Midd l eton was promoted to Major 

General on 27 October 1942, but was not notified unt i l 11 November 

after the Div ision had reported to its next duty station, Pine Camp, 

New York (13) . 

THE EAST COAST 

The Thunderbirds were greeted at Pine Camp, on 8 November , 1942, wit h 

-54 degree temperatures , and almost four feet of sno w. Though the 

barracks were excellent, the troops did not possess cold weather 

uniforms and equ i pment . This oversight was sorely felt as the 

Division continued its training, training made that much harder with 

the kno wledge that overseas deployment was imminent . December sa w 

t he arrival of the alert orders, excitement and anticipation ran 

high . In January, 1943 those orders were suddenly cancelled. The new 

o r ders ha d the Div ision off to Camp Pi cket , Virginia (14) . 
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Clearly this was the final stage of training, which was to be very 

intensive and specialized. In March the Division received mountain 

training in the Blue Ridge Mountains. At the end of March and 

through most of April the 45th was at Norfolk, Virginia for 

amphibious training (15). Soon afterwards the Thunderbirds turned in 

their used and worn training equipment and were issued new uniforms, 

weapons and equipment . Vehicles were replaced with the newest models 

and water-proofed for overseas shipment . This then was it (16). 

OVERSEAS DEPLOYMENT 

Top Secret was the Divisions movement to Camp Patrick Henry, the Port 

of Embarkation on 24 May, 1943. On 4 June the troops boarded the 

ships, the U.S . S. Brooklyn, the U. S . S. Boise, the U.S.S . 

Philadelphia, accompanied by numerous destroyers and escort vessels. 

At 0830 hours, a June, 1943 the convoy slipped the protection of the 

harbor for the dangerous U-Boat infested waters of the Atlantic, 

bound for Oran , North Africa, staging area for the invasion of Sicily 

( 1 7 ) • 

Operation "Husky" was the code-name for the Allied assault at the 

"soft underbelly" of Hitler's fortress Europe. It was the largest 

amphibious operation of the war up to that time. Involved were: the 

45th Infantry Division, the 1st Infantry Division, the 3rd Infantry 

Division, the 2nd Armored Division, and the 82nd Airborne Division. 

The 9th Infantry Div is ion was held in reserve. These Troops were 

joined by the Briti sh Eighth Army and the 1st Canadian Division (18). 
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"Husky" began on 10 July, 1943, with the 45th one of the three 

Divisions to spearhead the assault. It ended a month and 1,963 

Thunderbird casualties later on 15 August, 1943 (19) . 

Next came the Naples-Foggia Campaign . On 10 September , 1943, the 

179th and the 157th hit the beaches north of Paestum and immediate l y 

ran into heavy resistance. By the 17th the beachhead had been 

established and the push inland began. In the next few days the 

Division captured the towns of Persano and Eboli . On the 19th they 

liberated a Concentration Camp at Campagna . Deeper in the mountains 

the Thunderbirds pushed and on 24 September the strong German defense 

in and around Oliveto-Quaglietta was broken . On the 27th the 45th 

Cav Recon Co reached the Calore River , captured and held the town of 

Benevento . By the 3rd of October torrential rains, the hall mark of 

Italian winters, became an additional impediment to operations (20) . 

On the second of November assault operations began in order to cross 

the Volturno River. The plan called for an attack with three 

Divisions abreast , the 3rd, the 45th, and the 34th . German 

resistance was fierce . But by the 4th the engineers had forced a 

pontoon bridge across the Volturno (21) . Soon the Division was 

running up against the German ''winter line" , a defensive position 

which ran completely across the boot of Italy through the abbey at 

Monte Cassino. The Division was then relieved on 4 January 1944 

( 22) . 

December had been a hard month for th e Thunderbirds . Constantly 
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engaged the Division had lost 121 KIA, 476 WIA, 26 missing, and 2,234 

sick and injured (23) . After relief the Division was given a much 

needed rest . The troops were moved down to Piedmonte to "r est and 

refit" (24) . 

Next came Anzio . Again the Division was to get its feet wet . It was 

decided that in order to rout the Germans out of their Cassino based 

defensive line another amphibious end run was required . The Anzio 

landings took the Germans by complete surprise! It should never be 

forgotten that the German .Army was expertly led and extremely 

professional, with a proficiency in battle gained through five years 

of combat . It did not take Field Marshal Albert Kesselring, the 

German commander in Italy, long to respond. He moved against the 

Allies with the speed and violence which bespeaks a great commander . 

But the Americans and their Allies held . 

The 45th saw it's fi r st element committed on 25 January 1944, when 

the 179th hit the Anzio beach . They were followed by the rest of the 

Division on 29 January . During the period 16-19 February the 

Germans launched a massive attack designed to divide the Allied 

beachhead along the Anzio-Albano road. In support of the attack came 

the dwindling forces of the Luftwaffe and German artillery fire is 

recorded as the heaviest of the Italian Campaign . Elements of seven 

German Divisions attacked along the 45th's sectio n of the line . 

Fighting became ferocious . 45th artillery lowered its tubes to 

engage enemy targets with direct fire . The Germans in four days of 

tenacious fighting gained only about a mile and a half. Their attack 
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had failed because the Thunderbirds held (25)! The break out was 

achieved on 23 May and the drive on Rome began. The Germans fought a 
series of brilliant delaying actions , but in vain. On 4 June 1944, 
the 45th Infantry Division flanked Rome and crossed the Tiber River 
south of the city. The next day, 5 June 1944, Rome, now declared 
an open city, fell to General Clark's Fifth Army. The worlds 

attention shifted with the events of the very next dawn from Rome to 
Normandy in northern France, for the date was the 6th of June 1944, 

"D"-day (26). 

Through the remainder of June and July the Division was pulled back 
behind the lines for a well deserved period of rest, reorganization , 
and of course training. On 17 June 1944, the Division was moved by 
water and motor transport to a location near Battipaglia. There it 
was relieved from th~ Fifth Army and attached to the Seventh (27). 

On 7 August 1944, the Division was moved to a number of staging areas 
near Naples where the LSTs, LCis, LCTs, APs and Liberty Ships were 
waiting for them. The week before the men of the 45th had made a 
practice assault landing near Salerno in what was dubbed "The 

Thunderbird Exercise". They knew they were bound for some distant 
hostile shore, but where (28)? 

Operation DRAGOON, the invasion of Southern France . As part of a 
sub-task force of the VI Corps the Division was assigned the mission 
of establishing a beachhead in the Ste. Propez-Frejus area, and then 

to move inland as rapidly as possible (29). The Thunderbirds hit the 
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beach on the southern coast of France near the town of Ste. Maxime, 

under perfect conditions, on 15 August 1944, and encountered little 

resistance. The race , however, was on. The Division, with Task 

Force 179 spearheading the Seventh Army ' s drive, raced west along the 

Alps which separates France from Italy, Switzerland and Germany, 

placing themselves between the retreating Germans and the Alpine 

passes they needed to escape (30). 

Northwards, past Aspres Surbuech, and Grenoble, TF-179 blocked the 

enemy at every turn. TheA· came Meximieux . A small hamlet with but 

one militarily significant aspect. Meximieux is situated upon the 

Ani river, a tributary of the Rhone. Within the town were three 

small stone bridges which the Germans had to have, or be cut off . 

On 31 August the Germans threw the weight of the 11th Panzer Division 

against the 179th at Meximieux. A desperate, vicious attack by the 

Germans was made to capture the bridges and to slow down the Allied 

advance in order to facilitate the withdrawal of other German units 

further north . Early on 1 September "F " Company and about a hundred 

FFI (French Forces of the Interior) were overrun. The Germans 

penetrated the Americans perimeter several times and horrendous house 

to house fighting ensued (31). 

When it was done the streets of the once picturesque little French 

village were wrecked, strewn with the bodies of friend and foe alike. 

German causalities were enormous and they had lost eight 

irreplaceable Panther tanks . Meximieux remained in the firm grip of 

the bloodied Thunderbirds of TF-179 (32). 
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The battle at Meximieux slowed but did not stop the Division's 

advance towards the German border . On 7 September the Division 

forced a crossing of the Daubes River . On 11 September the 157th 

Infantry Regiment fell upon Belfort Gap , the enemies last route of 

escape (33) . 

On 18 September 1944 , the Division was relieved by Free French fo r ces 

and moved north to an area near the Moselle River . The new orders 

were simple : take the fortress city of Epinal . Here was the center 

of the Germans main line of resistance , the river had been fortified, 

t he bridges blo wn (34) . 

The battle began on 20 September 1944 . On the 20th the 179th seized 

the high ground nea r _ the river . That night assault boats and bridges 

were brought for ward . By 0400 the 179th and the 157th had forced a 

crossing of the Moselle River under heavy enemy fire . Simultaneously 

the 180th attacked Epinal itself . Two days later , afte r hea vy 

fighting, the Germans were forced from the to wn . They fell back into 

the Vosges Mountains with the Thunderbirds follo wi ng (35) . 

The Allie d Armi es were now approaching the borde r s of Germany . The 

German soldier was no longer fighting for an idealogy , he was 

defending hi s home . German resistance beca me monolithic! The war of 

rapid movement was at an end . Where once the Divis i on would gain 75 

miles a day, it was now an effort of considerable blood to gain 75 

yards ( 36 ) ! 
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After Epinal the Thunderbirds in their purs u it of the enemy 

encountered several determined rear guards . Once the y reached 

Rambervillers, however they were faced with a text book defensive 

position, a German text book . Here the Germans had had time to 

prepare . Endless mine fields , pre-plotted artillery , massive 

obstacles , well coordinated strong points, and heavily covered 

avenues of approach were encountered by the Thunderbirds (37) . 

It was not until 30 September that Rambervillers fell . But 

Rambervillers was only the first position in the German ' s defense in 

depth plan . Bitter close in , house to house fighting was now the 

rule . Brouvelieures, Jeanmenil , Bruyeres , Mortagne, Ste . Benoit , 

Pierrepont, and Fremifontain shall live forever as testaments to some 

of the worst fighting of the war. Mid October bro ught with it the 

cold and rain of winter (38) . 

November brought relief . The Division, save it ' s Artillery, was 

relieved by units of the 399th and 100th Divis i ons , with the relief 

completed on 9 November . This rest was well earned . On 1 November 

the Thunderbirds had been in the front lines 86 conti nuous days since 

the landings in Southern France on 15 August 1944 . During it's rest 

the Division was transferred from VI Corps to Seventh Ar my 

operational control (39) . 

Seven short days after being relieved Seventh Army alerted the 

Division . On the 18th 45th Divis i on Artillery was relocated to 
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Luneville, and given a twelve hour warning order . On 

22 November 1944, the 45th Infantry Division was back on the line . 

First came the fortified town of Mutzig on the Maginot Line, then the 

crossing of the Moder River, every hamlet was defended, every 

crossroad was a kill zone, every outbuilding was a fortress . Savage 

counter-attacks were daily occurrences (40) . 

On the very doorstep of the German border the Division Commander, 

Major General W.W. Eagles was wounded in a mine explosion . He was 

r eplaced by Major General· Robert T. Frederick , the officer who 

organized and was the first commander of the 1st Special Forces 

Brigade . General Frederick had a well earned reputation as an "up 

front General" (41) . 

I n one of the worst winte r s i n years, the Thunderbirds pushed on . 

Extremely heavy , brutal fighting raged at Nieberbronn les Bains , 

Mertzweller , and Reichshoffen-Grundershoffen . On 14 December the 

Maginot line was broken . The next day, at 1245 hours, the 45th 

Infantry Division crossed the border into the third Reich (42) . 

On 16 December 1944, fell the first German city to the Division : 

Bobenthal . That same day , unbeknownst to the men of the 45th 

Div ision, many miles to their north the Germans launched operation 

"Wach am Rhine", which would be remembered for all time as "The 

Battle of the Bulge" . 

The next day the Thunderbirds reached the Siegfr i ed Line . To counter 
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the German attack in the Ardennes the 103rd Division was pulled from 

the 45th left flank and sent north . The 45th now had to spread out 

in order to fill the gap. The Thunderbirds were ordered to dig in 

and hold . No holiday this as combat remained fierce . The 3rd 

Battalion of the 157th was cut off in Bundenthal for over a week , and 

nearly wiped out (43). Again, in January , the 157th found itself in 

trouble when Company C of the 1st Battalion, Company G of the 2nd 

Battalion, and companies I, K, and L of the 3rd Battalion, along with 

two tanks of the 191st Tank Battalion, became surrounded . Fighting 

was close and very heavy.· · within a few days the Regiment was 

reporting 75% casualties . On the 20th, after one last ·desperate 

attempt to break out, the Germans demanded the Thunderbirds 

surrender. Of the five companies which had become trapped, only 

about 125 men survived . That night radio contact with the 157th was 

lost. Their officer~ told the men to break up into small groups and 

attempt to "escape and evade" back to our lines . Of that 125, only 

two made it out, PFC Melton, and Pvt Walter Bruce . The next day, 21 

January 1945, the remnants of the 157th were pulled off the line to a 

staging area near Zittershime to ..• reorganize. (44) . 

By 18 February the Division was pulled off the line, relieved by the 

42nd Infantry Division. In these rear area rest camps the Division 

remained for the next month . The Seventh Army had the mission, come 

spring, to reduce the Saar pocket . The 45th would need all the rest 

it could get (45) . 

Once again the Thunderbirds faced the much vaunted Siegfried line. 
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Their attack began on 15 March, 1945. First the Blies River was 
forced, then came the pill boxes . Here was a defense the Germans had 
been preparing for ten years, and though many of it's guns had long 
ago been pulled and sent to the Eastern Front, the Siegfried Line 
proved to be a very tough and costly nut to crack. On the 19th the 
Germans launched a very determined counter attack. They realized 
that their backs were to the Rhine River. Though the fighting was 
fierce and desperate, they failed. The Americans were coming 
through, the Germans knew they had no choice but to withdraw and hope 
to reach comparative safety east of the Rhine River. With the 
Thunderbirds in pursuit, and with Allied air superiority, the German 
retreat became a rout. During this period the 45th was taking 
hundreds of prisoners every day (46). 

On 26 March 1945, th~ assault to cross the Rhine River began. The 
assault boats pushed off at 0230 hours that morning, a heavy fog 
masking their movements. The Germans could hear them coming and 
began a ''recon by fire··. It began with heavy and medium machine gun 
fire, thousand of tracers arching through the darkness seeking 
targets. This was soon followed by 20mm and 88mm cannon fire. The 
Thunderbirds had the bridgehead secured by nightfall (47) . 

An intact railroad bridge over the Main River was captured by the 
179th on the 28th. The Division was rushing headlong towards the 
City of Aschaffenburg where the local German commander, "a stern 
fanatic" had organized a defense of the City employing SS, 
Volkssturm, and even the civilian population. One Thunderbird 
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remembered: "old men , women, and children threw grenades from the 
rooftops" . German resistance was indeed fanatical, they held out 
against repeated ground attacks, artillery and even aerial 
bombardment . On 1 April 1945, the 157th was left to isolate the city 
while the rest of the Division flanked it to the northeast. Finally, 
on 3 April, Aschaffenburg capitulated (48) . 

The pursuit resumed . Contact with the fleeing German Army had to be 
maintained so as to prevent them establishing a new line of 
resistance . The Division -was making 10 to 22 miles a day. As they 
approached the Nazi shrine city of Nuremberg, a surprise . On 15 
April the all but destroyed Luftwaffe employed the latest innovation 
in warfare against the 45th, the ME-262 , a twin engine jet fighter . 
Time and again the German jets strafed the stunned Thunderbirds . Too 
little, too _late how~ver . The American drive was undaunted. 
Nuremberg fell on 20 April 1945 . For this action L Company, 3rd 
Battalion 180th Infantry Regiment received a Distinguished Unit 
Citation (49) . 

It was plain to see that the Germans were licked. The Germans 
however did not care to look . The Thunderbirds crossed the Altmuhl 
River with little opposition on or about 22 April. German resistance 
st .iffened. On the 26th the Americans reached the north bank of the 
Danube River. The crossing began under a murderous enemy fire . on 
the 27th the Div ision was in firm control of the south bank (50). 

The next object i ve was the City of Munchen, second only to Berlin in 
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Nazi Germany . There Hitler maintained a residence . The assault began 
on the morning of 29 April 1945 with 3rd Battalion, 157th RCT and 
tanks from the 191st in support . As members of I Company approached 
what appeared to be a military compound they discovered the secret of 
the sleepy little town of DACHAU. Outside the concentration camp 
the horror stricken Thunderbirds encountered , upon a railroad siding , 
forty box cars filled with the emaciated remains of inmates who had 
been allowed to starve to death or to die from exposure . The Nazi 
atrocities discovered by the men of I Company, 157th Infantry 
Reg·iment, 45th Infantry Division, are too numerous to detail here. 
Suffice it to say that the holocaust was born in this camp. Sadism 
reached new highs here, and mankind new lows . Hardened combat 
veterans were seen to weep openly (51). 

On 1 May the City of _Munchen was secured . On the 6th the Division 
was placed in reserve, the following day the surrender of Nazi 
Germany was announced . The War, in Europe, was at an end (52). 

During it's 511 combat days the 45th Infantry Division marched from 
north Africa, through Sicily, up the boot of Italy, across France, 
and deep into Germany. It had liberated hundreds of towns and 
cities. The Division had taken 124,840 of it's enemies prisoner. And 
had liberated over 30,000 holo~aust survivors from the nightmare of 
Dachau . But it had been costly. The Thunderbirds had suffered 3,650 
killed, 13 , 729 wounded, 3,615 missing, 41 , 569 sick and injured (53). 

E N D 
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