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live longest in the Thunderbirds' me
mories of combat. Such names as 
Fremifontaine, Bourg and Ramber villers 
in France . Such names as Venafro in 
Italy. These are places of which the 
world has seldom heard, but Thunder
birds always will remember them. 

highest award of the nation, the Congressional Medal of Honor, for their 1 D • • • J s 
gal{he:y ;:n ~e:battle fields of Europe. n l V z·s z on s to ry 

Second Lt. Ernest Childers, Broken Arrow, Okla ., 180th Inf . 

Men who fought the battles some
times fail to realize what they have 
accomplished. The 45th's victories in 
Sicily, which cleared out the hornet's 
nests of Biscari and Comiso airfields, 
opened the Mediterranean to Allied 
snipping. 

Few people realize that the battle of 
Sicily was as much a part of the Pacific 
war as of the European. Once the 
Mediterranean was opened, ships sailed 
this shorter route through Suez with 
supplies from America and Britain for 
troops fighting the Japanese. 

·Nor is the full extent of the conquest 
of the island on the European war fully 
realized. Supplies for Russia's great 
eastern front sailed through the 
Mediterranean after the Sicilian bases 
of the Axis were destroyed. Help came, 
too, for Jugoslavia, and even the Greek 
partisans. . 

It was just a little island, but 1t 
meant a great deal in a big war. 

Help for the Russians 
Again, the value of the Italian cam

paign has been computed at far ab~ve 
the land gained. The important thing 
was to engage German troops-as 
many of them as possible. German 
troops fighting in Italy couldn't help to 
stem the Russian advances. German 
troops trying to keep closed the back
door to the fatherland, the Brenner 
Pass, couldn't keep an appointment in 
Normandy to meet the D-Day convoys 
of General Eisenhower. 

The campaigns of Sicily and Italy 
also brought Italy away from the Axis, 
and even broug'ht some Italian troops 
into the line to fight against the 
Germans. . 

The 45th's part in the campaign in 
France meant liberation for French 
men over thousands of square miles, 
who had been under the domination 
of Germany and the Vichy puppet go
vernment since early in the war. J:he 
gratitude of the French people was 
demonstrated in hysterical celebrations 
and a kind of country-wide open 
house. These people will never forget 
the yellow and red patch of- the Thun
derbirds . 

The campaign in Germany meant the 
extermination of Naziism on its own 
home grounds. A fearful lesson was 
taught the herrenvolk when the 4~th 
pounded to pieces the city of Aschaf
fenburg. The hateful doctrine of the 
master race was dealt a death blow 
when Thunderbirds paraded the Ameri
can flag in the shrine city of Nurem
burg and set up command posts in the 
famous Munich beer hall, Hitler's 
Munich apartment, and the Hitler 
House where the pact of Munich was 
signed. 

Five Earned Medal of Honor 
Every member of the 45th Division 

had a part in these historical events. 
Every man contributed to the eventual 
unconditional surrender of Germany , 
and the coming of peace in this part 
of the world. 

In dojng these jobs, five soldiers 
earned the highest honor the United 
States confers upon members of its 
armed forces, the Congressional Medal 
of Honor. 

A table of other decorations awar 
ded individuals of the 45th follows: 

Pfc. William Johnston, Colchester, Conn., 180th Inf . 
Cpl. James D. Slaton, Gulfport, Miss., 157th Inf. 
First Lt. Jack Montgomery, Salisaw, Okla ., 180th Inf. 
Second Lt. Van T. Barfoot, Carthage, Miss., 157th Inf. 
J,'or wiping out three machine gun- nests and clear;: g the way for his 

squad in the tough fight for Olivetto , Italy, Childers became the first Thun
derbird to win the Medal of Honor. 

The lieutenant was suffering from 
a broken instep at the time, but he 
crawled out over open terrain, flanked 
two Jerry nests, wiped them out, then 
tossed a rock into the third. The 
Krauts thought the stone was a gre
nade, stood up and died. He wiped out 
several snipers and captured a mortar 
observer and cleared the way to the 
top of the ridge for his squad . 

Johnston, "the man who came back 
from the dead," earned his award for 
his bravery in the German attack on 
Anzio. 

It was Johnston who, with his 
machine gun, turned back the first 
wave of Kraut attackers. They had ad
vanced to within grenade-throwing 
distaiice before the withering hail of 
lead from Co. G, 157th Inf., forced 
them back. 

Johnston stayed at his gun without • 
relief through the night and had a busy .Barfoot 
morning. He killed one German with a 
pistol, another with his M-1 when they crept in_ under his mac~ine gun. 

He stayed at his weapon to cover the two withdrawals of ~s plato~n, and 
at the second position he was hit in the chest. He was left dymg at his gun, 
but after the platoon had left the position they heard him open fire on the 
advancing Krauts . 

Next day Johnston, despite his painful wounds, worked his way back to 
American lines . His first gasping words were of enemy positions he had 
observed on his way back. 

Slaton receved the Medal of _Honor because of his bravery in wiping out 
three German machine gun nests and accounting for six Germans using 
bayonet ; grenade and rifle. 

\Nhlle two platoons of his_ company remained pinned under heavy enemy 
fire, Slaton crept up on one German MG position and charged it with his 
bayonet . He killed one German with the bayonet, and when the blade stuck, he 
detached it from his rifle and killed the other Kraut with his M- 1. 

Another machine gun opened up on Slaton now, bu-t he advanced over open 
ground until he was within grenade distance . His second toss killed both 
Krauts and eliminated tlieir weapon. Then, at a distance of 100 yards, Slaton 
picked off the two Jerries manning the third gun holding up the advance. 

For this action Slaton also received the Military Medal of the British 
Empire, and the Soviet government honored him with a high award. 

* * * The German attack on Anzio forces also set the scene for the action that 
netted Montgomery his award. 

When the Krauts set up strong positions in three echelons in front of 
his platoon, Montgomery crawled up a ditch to within 25 yards of the first 
group consisting of ten men, four machine guns and a 50 mm. mortar. With 
an M-1 and several grenades, he killed eight and took the others prisoner. 

Back at his platoon Montgomery called for artillery fire on a house around 
which the enemy was entrenched. While the barrage rained down on the 
Jerries Montgomery braved withering fire to attack the second Kraut posi
tion and eliniinate both machine guns and capture se ;en enemy. 

Then, after the American barrage oll..cthe house li f ed, he charged through 
sniper fire on this tliird emplacement and rounded up 32 PW's. Later, when 
he volunteered to bring up ammo, he was wounded and evacuated. 

* * * Barfoot is die most recent winner of the high award, which he earned for 
his part in the Anzio jump-off. 

An estimated 60 German riflemen supported by three. heavy MG's stopped 
his platoon cold that morning of May 23, 1944. Armed with a Tommy gun 
and grenades he crawled to within 25 yards of the first machine gun and with 
his first toss he killed two Krauts, wounded three and left the weapon 
knocked out. 

He stormed the second MG and with his Tommy gun killed two more and 
wounded three. Moving through a draw on his way: to the third gun he fired 
his weapon into German dugouts forcing the surrender of 15 Krauts, including 
one officer . The gunners of the third MG promptly surrendered. 

Around 3 p. m. that day bis company was attacked by German tanks. 
Barfoot armed himself with a bazooka, crawled to within 75 yards of one 
of the attacking tanks, inlmobilized it with one roul'd and set it up for the 
artillery which promptly destroyed it. He then destroyed a German AT gun 
and 7 5 rounds of ammo and later carried a wounded non com 600 yards 
to safety. 
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Oak Leaf Cluster to the 

Distinguished Service Cross 
Distinguished Service Cross . 
Distinguished Service Medal . 
Oak Leaf ·ch!Ster to the Legion 

Presidential unit citations were 
2 awarded to: 2nd Bn., 157th Inf .; Co. I, 

75 157th Inf .; Co. K, 180th Inf., and 
2 Co. G, 180th Inf. 

France . 
Germany 

A table of casualties: 

16,350 
72,716 

of Merit . 
Legion of Merit . 
Oak Leaf Cluster to the Sil-

ver Star . 
Silver Star Medal . . . 
Distinguished Flying Cross 
Soldier's Medal . . 
Oak Leaf Cluster to the Bronze 

Star . . . 
Bronze Star Medal . 
Oak Leaf Cluster to the Air 

Medal . 
Air Medal 
Total . 

The Star to the Distinguished Ser-
2 vice Unit Placque was awarded to: 

79 Service Co., 180th Inf. 

51 
1,110 

2 
35 

111 
2,836 

The Distinguished Service Unit Pla
que was awarded to : 45th QM Co.; 
.45th Sig. Co.; 700th Ord . Co.; Cir . 
Co., 120th Med.; H & S Co., 120th 
Engr.; Service Companies of the 157th, 
179th and 180di Inf. Rgts ., and Ser
vice Batteries of the 158 th, 160th, 
171st and 189th FA Bns. 

Officers 
Men 

Officers 
Men 

Officers 
Men 

58 A table of PW's captured: 

34 Sicily 
5,402 Italy 

Officers 
11,266 Men 

3,035 Totals 

Killed Wounded 
SICILY 
15 

278 
ITALY 

35 
682 

102 329 
1706 5731 

FRANCE 
66 263 

1112 5006 
GERMANY 

30 113 
332 1570 

3650 13,729 

Missing 

5 
162 

79 
1848 

71 
800 

1 
71 

3615 

One of the bravest chapters in the history of die 45th was written last 
winter in the French province of Alsace when a battalion of Thunderbird 
infantrymin was lost - - the 3rd battalion of the 157th Inf. 

A series of frontal attacks coupled with infiltrating tactics gained for die 
Germans positions to the rear of die battalion's rifle companies, and, by 
January 17, the Krauts had already set up emplacements covermg the ne
route of withdrawal, - a strategic draw. 
Co. I was virtually cut off from die which had to be loosened every 30 mi

rest of the regiment . Second Lt. Willis nutes. 
Talkington , Craig, Colo., Bn. Hq., un- "There was no medicine, no food, no 
dertoook the tough job of fighting heat to melt the snow for water. Some
through to the surrounded company. one found a box of K's, and we gave 

In a light tank he battered his way them all to the wounded. At 1530 we 
through to the men with the despera - received an order to attack to the rear. 
tely needed supplies - - food, ammo, Ammo was scarce but we were deter 
radio batteries, stretchers for the mined to make a break. 
wounded. "The German artillery which was al-

Talkington spent die night with die ready zeroed in blew men to bits. I 
men- Then, as dawn came over the was lucky. I wasn't hit aldiough I was 
snow-covered plains on the morning of knocked to the ground several times by 
January 18, he boarded the tank with concussion. 
his crew and attempted to fight his way 
out again. But this time luck was 
against him. 

Tank Hit Twice 
The tank was hit twice by bazooka 

fire, the lieutenant received facial 
wounds, and the driver was killed. He 
realized the one chance of the tank's 
occupants was a dash for safety. He 
told the men to make a run for it, but 
they declined. 

The lieutenant got through the hail 
of fire to safe ty. Nothing further has 
ever been heard from the tankers. 

The situa tion became worse January 
18. All attempts to supply the com
panies failed, but radio contact still 
was maintained. 

The regiment organized a provisional 
company of Co's B, F, Hq., and Anti
Tank and together with Co. G, 179th 
Inf., the men attacked in an attempt to 
relieve pressure on the besieged rifle 
men. The attack failed. 

The really heavy shelling began on 
the morning of January 19. The enemy 
rained in artillery ~d mortars in pro
longed concentrations, and one count 
put the number of projectiles at 2,000. 

Another Rescue Attempt 

Again attempts were made to rescue 
the battalion. Co's G of the 179th and 
B of the 157th attacked again . They 
were pinned down shortly after they 
left their holes and driven back. A plan 
to supply the trapped companies by 
plane was abandoned because of tl;e 
very poor flying weather - sleet, rain, 
snow and wind. 

January 20, another attempt was 
made to reach the men, this time by Lt. 
Col. Felix Sparks , CO of the 3rd bat 
talion . 

He boarded a medium tank and set 
out. On the way up he spotted woun
ded infantrymen huddling in a ditch. 
Despite the murderous fire he left the 
tank and helped the men to climb 
aboard . But meanwhile a barrage came 
down around the tank and one near
miss partly disabled the vehicle's gun·. 

Withdrawal Only Chance 

There was no choice now except 
withdrawal, but before they pulled back 
the tankers and the colonel fired all 
their ammo at the near -by Germans -
an estimated 5,000 rounds of 30 cali
ber and a great number of 76 mm. 
shells . 

That evening the companies were. 
told by radio to attack for the rear and 
try to fight their way back. At 4:30 a 
tragic reply came· from the CP of Co. 
K: "Impossible." 

Shortly before six diat evening two 
men from Co. I reported in at the bat 
talion CP with the only available eye
witness report. 

Pfc. Benjamin Meltin, ,Wilson, N.C., 
told his story: 

"The wounded were placed in holes 
with die guys who -weren't hit. That 
way they managed to keep a little war
mer, and they received proper treat 
ment. They were bleeding badly, most 
of them. We made tournequets of belts 

End of the Fight 

"We returned to our holes. Then I 
remembered reading of the machine 
gunning of American PW's in Malmedy, 
and I was damned if I was going to sit 
there and let them shoot me in cold 
blood! 

"The order came down to lay down 
our arms. Those who could stuck white 
handkerchiefs to thefr guns and stuck 
them into the snow, muzzle down. The 
tanks with us tied white streamers to 
their guns. 

"Together with Pvt. Walter · Bmce 
and another guy, I took off. The third 
man was killed, but Bruce and I kept 
going. We kept about half way up the 
slope, away from paths and trails. For · 
awhile we followed shoe pack tracks, 
and finally we spotted a covered 
dugout. 

"A GI stuck his head out - don't 
you know I was happy! 

"The barrages up there were the 
worst we'd ever seen. At least 75 per 
cent of the men were wounded and 
some had two or diree wounds." 

Shortly thereafter the 157th · Inf. 
retired from die field leaving behind 
the brave men of the 3rd Bn. rifle com
panies, elements of Co. M and all of 
Co's C and G. 

One Invasion 
45th Managed 
Was a Flop! 

Very little has been printed about 
one_ of the strangest campaigns in 
which any element of the 45th Division 
ever participated - - the taking of the 
Island of Ventetone in the Gulf of Nap
les before the 45th had even set foot 
upon the Italian mainland. 

It started about 3:30 in the after 
noon on September 9, 1943. Orders 
reached the troop ship carrying the 3rd 
Bn., 157 th Inf., diat a task force of 
50 men was to be created to carry out 
a special mession. Shortly diereafter 
the special force was taken to the 
destroyer, USS Knight. 

It consisted of a squad of riflemen, 
a squad of 81 mm mortars, a squad of 
heavy machine guns, a squad of chemi
cal mortars and a detail of aid men. 

At three minutes past 9 p. m. as 
darkness deepened over the blue wa
ters of the Bay of Naples, the task 
force was put ashore on the Island of 
Ventetone to eliminate a Nazi garrison 
there. 

The men found their job already 
done for them. A raiding party from 
the 82nd Airborne Division had already 
landed and taken die Germans pri 
soner. The PW's were loaded aboard 
the Knight together with the Thunder
birds and Ventetone was in American 
hands with troops of the 82nd garri
soning the island. 

No, no one got a battle star for that 
one. 


