











Training for D-Day

“Waiting to be assigned to a con-
voy for Europe, we boarded the USS
Alexander, an old World War | ship.
The contents were bunks stacked
three high from stem to stern and a
shipload of homesick and seasick
soldiers. On our first full day out, we
ran into a storm that raged until it
disabled our ship, forcing us to drop
out of the convoy. That left us alone
beobbing in the Atlantic where Hit-
ler’s submarines were on dead-seri-
ous search and sink missions,

“We were towed into Halifax,
Nova Scolia, where we remained a
week until the huxury liner, the Queer:
Elizabeth, came and transported us
in style across the Atlantic Ocean.

“We disembarked at Glasgow,
Scotland, and were trucked to Ellfri-
comb, a tiny village in northeastern
England whose beach was a near
replica of Omaha Beach in Norman-
dy. We trained in amphibious landing
and warfare for four months.

“My LCI (Landing Craft Infantry)
held 30 men divided into two groups.
Each group of 15 had the objective to
destroy one pillbox (a pillbox was a
concrete fortification containing all
manner of short-range, medium-
range and long-range weaponry),
Each scldier would throw a satchel
charge containing 12 quarter-pound
packages of TNT through a slit in the
wall where machine-gun barrels jut-
ted out—clearly a suicide mission.

“We were to pull a wire out of the

satchel charge, setting off
a detonator. We had five
seconds to roll {o safety.
{There were no survivors
when the reality check
came after D-Day.)

Guarding lke

“After simulating this
procedure for weeks, we
needed some rest and :
were sent to London.
While there, my compa-
ny had our first responsi-
bility handling top secret
information when cho-
sen to guard General
Omar Bradley on his visit,

“We must have done a
pretty good job. When Jg@
General Eisenhower was |
assigned Supreme Com
mander and neede
sure-fire protection, w
were pulled from th
mission for which we ha
received rigorous trainin
and assigned to guard i
this extraordinary man.

“Some 185 of us were *
chosen to be ike’s personal

G. 1. stands on barrel of 180 mm German gun,

guards. Instead of a suicide mission
on the shores of Normandy, I was
given a relatively safe assignment to
guard Ike, his home, his office and his
entourage as he moved about.

“And what a commander he was.
He did not seek glory for himself, but
he gave credit where credit was due.

Slave laborers pass through Frankfurt, Germany, going home after VE Day.

He inspired people. ke was consider-
ate of others. His heart grieved for his
men; yet, he kept control of his grief
and did not allow it to deter him from
his duty.

“For example, [ke gave attention to
his troops before D-Day. On June 5,
we visited a paratroop unit of the
101st Airbome. Eisenhower spent an
inordinate amount of time talking per-
sonally with some of the troops as he
walked down the line, When he got
back to the car, according to guard
John Slover, he sat in silence for about
30 minutes continuing to watch the
movement of the troops as big tears
rolled down his cheeks and wet his
otherwise immaculate uniform,

‘About 1:00 a.m. the next morning,
[ locked up and saw the skies of
London thick with planes, And 1 knew
Ike had pressed the button, giving the
signal. D-Day dawned June 6, 1944,

“English troops were the first
Allied units to hit the beaches of
France, and they met light resistance
on Contentin Peninsula. Soon after-
wards the Americans at Omaha
Beach met a crack Nazi division and
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the story was drastically different,

“Father, build a hedge about him
and keep him safe,’ my Kentucky par-
ents had once prayed. I often thought
of that and wondered. I surely was no
more worthy to be spared than the
one who took my place in the suicide
mission that day. I can only accept it
with gratitude. 1 am glad that [ did
nothing personally to change the or-
ders handed out by my commander.

“As guards, we participated in his-
tonc and exciting experiences. We
saw Inany notable personalities of
the time: England’s King and Queen;
Churchill; Generals Montgomery,
Patton and Bradiey; top leaders from
England, Canada, France and the
United States.

“Often, Ike would come out and
talk with us guards to make us feel
comfortable. We guards felt one
with him as we drove his personal
cars with their flags and stars.

“lke had several headquarters as
our armies stormed from the beaches
of France and onward into Germany,
First, there were Versailles, Paris and
Reims in France. Then there was
Frankfurt in Germany. Ike lived a short
distance from his Frankfurl headquar-
ters in Bad Hamburg, Germany. We,
as his personal bodyguards, were al-
ways stationed near his residence.

Battle of the Bulge

“Our greatest challenge occurred
during the Battle of the Bulge when
ke was in Paris. Hundreds of highiy-
trained German soldiers who had
learned to speak English with Ameri-
can regional dialects were dropping
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behind the lines to disrupt
communication, trying to get
past us guards to assassinate
Ike.

“They had stolen U.S.
uniforms and doglags,
knew everything about the
region in Amernica where
they were supposed to be
from and spoke with petfect
accents. When they knew
entirely too much about the
[I.S. state which was sup-
posedly their home, we
kept them for further inter- Feg
rogation. (In those days, an ¥
ordinary person in the U.S. |
had limited knowledge |
about areas 25 miles be-

yond his home.) L
One of

“During that period, we

Hitler's cars captured and vsed by lke.

could not let anyone, includ-
ing Ike, through without positive iden-
tilfication. Things were happening so
fast that we no longer had reliable
passwords. (Once General George
Patton did not have appropriate identi-
fication when his car eased up to the
gate. He was upset!)”

The Surrender

On April 28, 1945, Hitler heard that
Benito Mussolini, Italian Axis leader,
had been captured, shot and hanged
head-down in Milan. Stalin of Russia
was anxious 10 capture Hitler alive,
On April 30, Hitler shot himself. Eva
Braun, his wife of two days, took poi-
son. Hitler's hand-picked successor
was Grand Adm. Karl Doenitz who
ordered an unconditional surrender
to save the lives of the Gerrran people.

“When we were at Reims, France,
the Germans surrendered. 1 stood
guard at the inside door to the sign-
ing room in a 20-room, red brick
building (now known as The Little
Red Schoolhouse, headquarters of
Allied cornmander Gen. Dwight D,
Eisenhower). | inspected everyone
who went in and oul of the room.
Here the German high command
and the Allied representatives met to
sign the unconditional surrender.

“(Germany was represented by Nazi
German Chief of Staff, General Alfred
Jodl, and Navy Chief, Admiral Helmmut
Friedeburg. Eisenhower’s Chief of
Staff, General Walter Bedell Smith;
General Sir Arthur Tedder; and other
Allied leaders, including the Russians,
sat across the table from the Germans.

“Suprerne Commeander Gen, Dwight

Ike's guards
during 1990
revhion.
Glenn Thomas
is seated
at right.




D, Eisenhower and British Field Mar-
shal Bernard L. Montgomery re-
mained in the map room where the
Allied conguest was charted. Eisen-
hower and Montgomery chose not to
enter the room until the uncondition-
al surrender was signed. ke later re-
ceived Jodl and Friedeburg and made
it plain to them that Germany was a
defeated nation and that orders to the
German people would henceforth
come from the Allies,”

An estimated 40 million lives were
lost in Europe during World War I
which began with the Nazi invasion of
Poland on September 1, 1939. It lasted
five years, eight months and six days.
Nazi Germany was no more.

“When the Germans were re-
moved, lke and Monty then entered,
The pens used to sign the surrender
were collected and given to Eisen-
hower who remained standing, took
themn and made a V (for victory) with
them. The photographers took that
picture and flashed it around the globe
to the major newspapers and maga-
zines of the day. Ike sent one of the
gold pens io President Truman and
the other to Prime Minister Churchill,

“Afterwards, Eisenhower went
back to his office and dictated the final
message of the European war to Gen-
eral George Marshall, U.S. Chairman,
Combined Chief of Staff. it read, ‘The
Mission of this Allied force was fulfilled
at 0241 hour local time May 7, 1945,

Aftermath of War

“Following the German surrender,
someone had to clean up the carnage
and put some order into the disorder
that seemed to be everywhere. Slave
laborers had to be returned to their
homes. Since there was no trans-
portation available to accommodate
such a massive effort, every empty
railroad car, either open or closed,
was used.

“Al approphate intervals along the
tracks, feeding stations were set up.
These trains frequently stopped iniso-
lated areas to allow people to relieve
themselves in the open alongside the
tracks. Besides witnessing incidences
such as this, I also saw flatcars
stacked with dead bodies tied on like
cord wood. The Germans had pre-
pared themn to ship to mass graves.
We were told that the Germans

would dump the dead bodies intc a
huge ditch and spread quicklime cver
the corpses before bulldozing dirt
over them.

“As we escorted lke through Ger-
many, we saw other results of hatred
and greed and man's inhumanity to-
ward man: gas chambers, scheduled
starvation, human vivisection, every
conceivable atrocify to millions of peo-
ple Hitller did not like, concentration
camps like Dachau, Buchenwald and
Belsen. In one labor camp there were
over 3,000 dead bodies of slave labor-
ers laid out in the street where Hitler's
henchmen had executed them”

Thomas and his associates were
examples for survivors in that father-
land to [et themn know that there was
still hope for the hurnan spiit ravaged
by desolation. They felt they could not
afford to be overcome by the grief they
felt. They were needed to encourage
and give hope to the hopeless and put
them in a place where they could help
themselves once again. -

When the war was over, soldiers
did not come back to the U.S. the
next day. They waited for the end of
the war in the Pacific which came on
V-J Day, August 14, 1945, Then prepa-
rations were made o return the
troops to civilian life. A person was re-
turned home according to the num-
ber of points he had accumulated.

“One point was chalked up for
every six months spent in Europe,
Other points were given for mar-
riage, each child and war wounds. [
was single, not wounded; therefore,
all I had going for me were the 28
months I had spent overseas. None-
theless, 1 had the distinct pleasure of
remaining a guard to lke until he
went home in November 1545,

“Iremember getting on a German
boxcar at Frankfurt, Germany, bound
for Antwerp, Belgium. The weather
was cold and the boxcar floor was
covered with straw. We sidetracked
for everything coming down the line,
As we were stopped in a railyard
waiting for a train to pass, we got a
stove out of a guard house, After set-
ting it up, we built a fire, became
cozy enough to drop off to sleep and
awoke to find the boxcar on fire,

“We used alt the water in our can-
teens to put it out. Besides nearly
choking on the smoke, the smolder-
ing coals repeatedly rekindled. We

sidetracked again, put the fire out for
sure and refilled our canteens. We
were on our way home; we could
put up with almost anything. Finally,
we boarded a small Victory ship
bound for Boston, Massachusetts.

Return to America

“l stayed out on top center-deck
most of the time for two reasons: to
keep from getting seasick and to
look for a sign of America, the land
that I had come to appreciate, adore
and love immeasurably.

“As we [inally pulled into Boston
Harbor, the fog was so thick that we
could hardly see our hand before us,
much less the city. When we got on
land, I unashamedly bowed down
on my knees and kissed the ground,
thanking God for America.

“Waiting for orders, clothes to be
issued, shots to be given and more
orders, I was finally given my mus-
tering-out pay, a piece of paper stat-
ing that I was honorably discharged
and two words from the officer in
charge—Mister Thomas.

“After hitching a ride to Indianapo-
lis, I boarded a train for my horme-
town of Williamsburg, Kentucky, 14
miles from the Tennessee line. | then
took a taxi five miles out into the
country to our home. I had not been
in combat overseas, but when Mom,
Dad and all my brothers and sisters
got through hugging me, I gave
thought to asking for combat pay.”

Pulled from a military assignment
which promised a quick death,
Glenn Thomas lived out the Euro-
pean war in an exciting, yet relatively
safe manner as a guard to the su-
preme commander only to be almost
hugged-to-death by a loving family
when he was discharged and re-
turned to his Kentucky home. No, this
was not the greatest story ever told,
but it’s a better-than-average story of
one Free Will Baptist preacher who
was there when history was made. m

ABOUT THE WRITERS: Or. C. Fay Forlines is o writer and
member of Crass Timbers Free Will Baptist Church in
Nashville, Tennesses. The Reverend Glenn Thomas is a re-
tired Free Will Baptist minister who currently serves as se-
nior adults pastor af Fellowship Free Wili Baptist Church
in Antiach, Tennessee. He is also o member of the Home
Hissions Board.
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