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ON THE ROAD TO ROME 

There i s a d i f f i c u l t y i n d e ^ i b i n g a Tank Destroyer a c t i o n as 
one armored v e h i c l e f i g h t i n g another because i n most actions I have 
observed or taken p a r t i n , the I n f a n t r y was e i t h e r being given very 
close support or was a c t u a l l y r i d i n g the TDs u n t i l a s h e l l h i t close 
by, or a machine gun opened up, or a road block manned by German a n t i 
tank weapons appeared on the other side of a t u r n , or w h a t - e v e r - i t 
was shooting, f i r i n g from b u i l d i n g s , behind stone w a l l s or as i n t h i s 
instance, r i g h t through the f r o n t open door of a stone house which 
appeared t o be i n t a c t . 

Company 'C' 636th TDs, 1st Platoon had approximately t h i r t y assorted 
infantrymen aboard, c a u t i o u s l y entered the town o u t s k i r t s of V e l l e t r i . 
One whiz-boom and a TD was knocked loose from i t s t r a c k s . Three TDs 
made f l a n k turns dumping t h e i r i n f a n t r y cargoes and moved out of s i g h t 
among the trees and groves leading towards center of the town. Another 
sharp crack and they knew there was one or more 'Tigers' loose and 
unseen. The Ranger Platoon was t r u c k and Jeep mounted, f o l l o w i n g 
the l a s t TD when things s t a r t e d popping. R i f l e and machine gun f i r e s 
s t a r t e d up between the TD borne I n f a n t r y (now dismounted) deploying 
through the trees and scattered b u i l d i n g s . The CG, 36th I n f a n t r y Div 
was somewhere i n the area and our f i r s t mission was t o keep an eye 
out f o r h i s welfare but we hadn't seen him. Corporal 'The Fox' 
had crawled over t o me, p o i n t i n g at a large stone house. "Bet there's 
a Tiger i n t h e r e , come i n from the rear, busted the w a l l s and has 
the s t u f f covering him up good, a l l except f o r the gun". "How do 
you know?" " I seen h i s a — end when he backed i n a f t e r t h a t f i r s t 
shot". I sent a man to each of the scattered TDs and passed the 
i n f o r m a t i o n t o them. A second TD Platoon had a r r i v e d but stayed w e l l 
out of s i g h t around a bend i n the road. This Platoon was soon engaged 
w i t h f o u r Tiger tanks which had taken up p o s i t i o n s along a t r e e l i n e 
t o the l e f t f l a n k of our p o s i t i o n s . The Tiger tank i s an unwiS^ldy 
monster when p o s i t i o n e d i n a wooded area. The M-10 TD can run c i r c l e s 
around him, and t h i s d i d happen. The second TD Platoon came through 



636th TD Bn -16-

a small screen of bushes, o f f the road, and i n c l o s e formation 
with gun t u r r e t s turned to the f l a n k , ran f u l l speed (about 30mph) 
r i g h t up on the r e a r of those four T i g e r tanks positioned i n the 
t r e e l i n e . The Germans never had a chance to back t h e i r armor out 
of there or move t h e i r t u r r e t s before 3" APs and HE s h e l l s from 
the f a s t moving TDs h i t them broadside and i n t h e i r engine compart­
ments. The TDs made a h a l f c i r c l e ^ and were on the T i g e r s from the 
opposite f l a n k , g i v i n g them a repeat of the f i r s t treatment. Four 
German tanks were blown up i n l e s s than f i v e minutes. The TDs didn't 
stop to count Coups but kept r i g h t on i n t o the center of town. A 
long b a r r e l poked i t s e l f out of the house the 'Fox' had pointed out. 
An M-10 TD screamed around the f a r corner and i n t o the house from 
the r e a r , ramming the T i g e r tank a t the point of h i s r i g h t r e a r 
sponson. The T i g e r tank with the churning bull-dog M-10 a t h i s r e a r 
was pushed out i n t o the s t r e e t , taking the .#i50f t* u n t i l now undamaged 
fr o n t w a l l with him. The TD reversed, backed out j u s t as the e n t i r e 
house c o l l a p s e d or^the Ti^^er, preventing h i s hatches from opening. 
The lone TD f i r e d or^HE/into h i s engine compartment and blew him up. 
The Ranger Platoon scooted around dismounted, and began to c o l l e c t 
dazed German p r i s o n e r s as they crawled out of b u i l d i n g s and from 
beneath shrubbery. A c t u a l l y I have never seen any of the grand 
rushing and sweeping as described by Correspondents. There seemed to 
be more creeping, crawling and short dashes involved, except perhaps 
f o r the TDs which had to move f a s t to s u r v i v e . Speed and maneuvera­
b i l i t y were prime r e q u i s i t e s when you have a twenty e i g h t to t h i r t y 
ton ( f u l l y loaded) l i g h t l y armored machine i n d i r e c t support of i n f a n t r y 
i n most s i t u a t i o n s . We l o s t one TD with i t s d r i v e r . The crew b a i l e d 
out a f t e r the d r i v e r was shot r i g h t through the forehead. The TD 
had turned a corner on the o u t s k i r t s of V e l l e t r i r i g h t i n t o an a n t i 
tank gun behind a road block of l o g s . The dead d r i v e r froze a t h i s 
steeringbrakes and the TD went r i g h t over the road block, a n t i - t a n k 
gun and crew before i t slewed o f f the road and i n t o a d i t c h . Most TD 
jockeys do not d r i v e with the hatch c l o s e d , except i n those i n s t a n c e s 
where accurate mortar and overhead a r t i l l e r y b u r s t s are present. 
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The 636th Tank Destroyer B a t t a l i o n entered the c i t y of ROME 
and kept r i g h t on going- r i g h t on through and out the other s i d e 
heading north a f t e r the f l e e i n g German army. One s i l l y note I must 
r e v e a l , not to be found i n any h i s t o r i c a l record; 
Our famous 'Chicken Feather' Exec decided to p l a c e h i s verbal imprint 
upon our entry as a B a t t a l i o n . 

" I order a l l of you to wear your s t e e l helmets! We must show 
r e s p e c t f o r t h i s Holy p l a c e ! " 

A TD D r i v e r ' s helmet i s normally used f o r one of s e v e r a l purposes, 
none o f which are as a head covering. Helmets have many uses or d i d 
have during those days. To t h i s day I glance a t my own personal s t e e l 
pot as i t r e s t s upon a s h e l f i n my Den and work room. Across the top 
s l a n t e d f r o i ^ t o p to r i g h t bottom i s a deep s l a s h caused by a s h e l l 
fragment froiti a 180mm gun which had ranged i n on our 'private 
q u a r t e r s ' and although there i s no break i n the metal head gear, 
had my head been i n s i d e t h i s t h i n g - I ' d s t i l l be sucking my soup 
through a straw! 

I a l s o w i l l s t a t e t h a t our Colonel f o r so many good and bad times. 
Colonel Van Pyland was a man among men! His successor. Colonel 
was more of a s t i c k l e f e f o r the f o r m a l i t i e s but he did have enough 
f i g h t i n g s o l d i e r s remaining i n the 636th TD Bn to see him s a f e l y 
through the r e s t of the war which hadn't stopped a f t e r we passed 
through the ' E t e r n a l C i t y ' . 

At t h i s l a t e date I can't r e c a l l whether I was a F i r s t L ieutenant 
or a Captain when the B a t t a l i o n was infoinned t h a t i t s Tank Destroyer 
r o l e and mission was undergoing a change- but t h i s didn't happen, 
as l a t e r events and the i n v a s i o n of Southern France would t e l l . 
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NORTH FROM ROME to CIVITAVECCHIA & F i e l d Marshall K e s s e l r i n g ' s Hq 

As H i s t o r i a n s go, they are a f t e r a l l not i n f a l l i b l e . I n t h i s 
p a r t i c u l a r a c t i o n j u s t eleven months to the day before the war's 
end, the Germans s u r p r i s e d everyone by making a stand which could 
completely a n n i h i l a t e / the e n t i r e 142d I n f a n t r y which had been 
moving f a s t , c l o s e d up formations not expecting a strong German 
r e s i s t a n c e . The road block was a formidable one, w e l l s i t e d with 
a tremendous support i n machine gun and mortar f i r e s , w e l l backed 
up by towed a r t i l l e r y and tank weapons. The i n f a n t r y had been 
caught f l a t footed that i s to say the I n f a n t r y Commanders who as 
replacements were r e l a t i v e l y new. One Platoon of TDs, Company 'A' 
636th TD B a t t a l i o n provided the impetus to break through the block. 
One innovative Sergeant who had a reput a t i o n f o r coming up with the 
unexpected which somehow u s u a l l y worked out, p u l l e d h i s machine o f f 
the road where he had spotted a stack of r a i l r o a d t i e s . I n a d d i t i o n 
to the lumber there were p i l e s of properly s i z e d H" b o i l e r p l a t e . 
With some a s s i s t a n c e the r a i l r o a d t i e s were fastened to the f r o n t 
of h i s M-10 and the b o i l e r p l a t e lashed to these. I n add i t i o n he 
had b o i l e r p l a t e fastened to the sponsons and p i l e d on the r e a r 
deck of h i s machine. He dismounted the t u r r e t mounted 50 c a l MG 
and had s e v e r a l l a y e r s of b o i l e r p l a t e placed and lashed on top of 
h i s t u r r e t . He was a p o r t l y man and couldn't f i t h i s bulk through 
the D r i v e r ' s hatch so the p l a t e had to iae moved s u f f i c i e n t l y f o r 
him to f i t himself i n t o the d r i v i n g s e a t of h i s machine. No crew 
members were admitted! The Gun t u r r e t had been swung around to 
t r a v e l p o s i t i o n and the t u r r e t locked i n p l a c e . He gave h i s i n s t r u c ­
t i o n s to the Major of I n f a n t r y who was to lead an ou t r i g h t s u i c i d e 
a s s a u l t upon the road block. The road block and a considerable area 
f l a n k i n g i t was smoked i n by mortar f i r e thus b l i n d i n g the enemy. 
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Two TDs were assigned s t r a i g h t run p o s i t i o n on each side of the 
road and s l i g h t l y t o the rear of the by now hardly recognizeable 
M-10. The Sergeant d i d n ' t earn h i s S i l v e r Star by covering h i s 
machine w i t h r a i l r o a d t i e s and b o i l e r p l a t e . He earned h i s medal 
plus a Purple Heart (#3) by revving up t o high speed and moving 
s t r a i g h t down the center of the road flanked by r a p i d f i r i n g 3" 
guns d i r e c t l y a t the road block which he h i t a t center going an 
estimated 40 mph a t the time of impact. The TD to r e i n t o and over 
the road block plus 2 88mm towed a n t i - t a n k guns complete w i t h crew. 
The f l a n k i n g M-lOs hosed each side of the smoke shrouded road w i t h 
cannon and machine gun f i r e . The oncoming Tank Destroyer was h i t 
many times w i t h 88mm s h e l l s which blew up the r a i l r o a d t i e s but 
di d not penetrate the v i t a l f r o n t a l armor. The b o i l e r p l a t e s on 
the M-lO's t u r r e t s a i l e d o f f , crashing i n t o the sides of the block. 
The oncoming M-lOs su f f e r e d h i t s which t o r e o f f tracks and d r i v i n g 
sprockets. Behind t h i s mass of metal came the I n f a n t r y a t a dead 
run, fanning out t o l a y down f i r e s to f r o n t and f l a n k . The German 
armor turned t a i l and drove o f f i n r e t r e a t . The towed a r t i l l e r y guns 
were deserted by t h e i r crews, a few of whom were captured. The brave 
innovative Sergeant had t o be p r i e d out of his seat w i t h a broken 
back and a torso r i d d l e d w i t h metal s p l i n t e r s . He was evacuated and 
l i v e d t o r e j o i n h i s u n i t which was then i n Europe. Thus a road block 
was attacked and broken i n a very unorthodox manner. Strangely 
enough, such heroic actions are seldom w r i t t e n about- except perhaps 
f o r those men who earned the CMH, and whose e x p l o i t s were then 
reported a f t e r the f a c t , not during the heat of b a t t l e . No one can 
r e a l l y w r i t e about the f e e l i n g s , the sensations, unless he's been 
there, p a r t i c i p a t e d i n , and more than o f t e n f e l t the b i t e of an 
unseen b u l l e t or s h e l l fragment w i t h the numbing sensation t h a t 
f o l l o w s and the screaming pain t h a t takes hold as r e a l i z a t i o n sets 
i n t h a t ' t h i s i s i t ! ' Sergeant i s a brave man because he knew 
what he was doing and he knew t h a t h i s chances were next t o Zero. 
No where i s t h i s man's act depicted more g r a p h i c a l l y than i n the very 
b r i e f paragraph, p a r t of a General Order issued by Hq F i f t h Army. 
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The Tank D e s t r o y e r s have n e v e r i n the w r i t t e n H i s t o r i e s of U n i t s , 
o r the a f t e r - a c t i o n R e p o r t s f o l l o w i n g p a r t i c u l a r l y d i f f i c u l t engage­
ments been g i v e n a k i n d word o r due c r e d i t f o r t h e i r i n c r e d i b l e , 
v e r s a t i l i t y and e f f e c t i v e use i n the many and v a r i e d r o l e s a s s i g n e d 
them. Here once more, on the r o a d , c h a s i n g t h e f l e e i n g Germans we 
have a g r a p h i c example. 

^ r a i n o f 1 4 1 s t J e e p s h o l d up w h i l e a d v a n c i n g i n f a n t r y d e s t r o y s 
enemy o p p o s i t i o n s N o w t h e t r u t h of the m a t t e r , the I n f a n t r y l o a d e d 
J e e p s a r e p u l l i n g o v e r t o the s i d e of t h e r o a d to g i v e t h a t 6 36th M-10 
TD i n t h e r e a r a c l e a r p a t h and f i r i n g s i g h t t o h i s f r o n t . He w i l l 
come down t h i s r o a d and a t t a c k the r o a d b l o c k which i n t h i s i n s t a n c e 
was an 88mm gun b a r r i c a d e d b e h i n d s e v e r a l f a l l e n t r e e s and a d i s a b l e d 
t a n k , s u p p o r t e d by s e v e r a l machine guns on the f l a n k s . So why c a n ' t 
s e v e r a l words be s a i d f o r the men who r o l l a l o n g w i t h t h e I n f a n t r y 
i n t h e i r m o b i l e , l i g h t l y armored v e h i c l e s , t h e Tank D e s t r o y e r s ? 

T h e r e a r e few i n s t a n c e s where t h e D i v i s i o n t a n k u n i t s have e v e r 
engaged a t c l o s e q u a r t e r s the numbers and t h e f i r e - p o w e r of enemy 
armor e n c o u n t e r e d by the I n f a n t r y . 

I have p e r s o n a l l y o f t e n pounded i n t o t h e s t u b b o r n heads of t h e 
'Book-minded' O f f i c e r s -^jiilfH/hom I have come i n c o n t a c t w i t h , 
"EXPECT THE ENEMY, THE GERMAN, TO DO THE UNEXPECTED be c a u s e much 
of t h e t a c t i c a l d o c t r i n e w h i c h we have l e a r n e d , has come from t h e 
books t h e German has w r i t t e n ! " 
Rommel t o my e s t i m a t i o n was more of a Coyote t h a n a Fox! H i s 
s p l e n d i d S t a f f d i d the work and he c o l l e c t e d the a c c o l a d e s -
G e n e r a l G u d e r i a n the German m a s t e r s t r a t e g i s t i n Armored w a r f a r e 
was a s t u d e n t a t F o r t Knox many decades ago. He s t r e s s e d t h e a n t i 
t a n k c a p a b i l i t i e s of s p e c i a l l y d e s i g n e d , l i g h t l y armored f a s t 
moving, h e a v i l y gunned motor c a r r i a g e s . G e n e r a l P a t t o n knew him a t 
t h a t t i m e , s t a t e d , "The a n t i - t a n k ' ^ S i k weapon a s you e n v i s a g e i t 
w i l l n e v e r be c o n s t r u c t e d ! " Many y e a r s l a t e r t h e Germans t e s t e d 
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the forerunner of the very e f f e c t i v e and g r e a t l y feared Jagdpanzer-
jaeger (Tank Destroyer) with i t s high speed, low s i l o u h e t t e , power­
f u l gun and maneuverability. The weapon was t e s t e d i n the S o v i e t 
Union a g a i n s t the Russian tanks of t h a t e a r l y day during t h e i r 
i n v a s i o n of the Soviet Union. The Russians captured many i n t a c t and 
gave them a more powerful gun, turning these Russian copies of the 
German ingenuity against t h e i r i n v e n t o r s . We have come up with many 
v e r s i o n s of a 'Tank Destroyer' but the best, the most feared by the 
Germans and the l e a s t understood by the Americans was the M-10 
Motor C a r r i a g e Tank Destroyer. There was nothing g r a c e f u l about t h i s 
squat i n appearance, ungainly looking v e h i c l e with i t s r e s u r r e c t e d 
(World War I ) Naval (Submarine) 3" cannon. The Tank designers derided 
i t , the Aberdeen Ordnance T e s t i n g f a c i l i t y gave i t a short l i f e as an 
expedient to be used as an i n t e r i m 'Item' u n t i l ^hgj.r design could 
be placed i n production. The short b a t t l e l i f e of the Tank was good 
fo r b u siness, the more we l o s e the more we produce e t c . Few gave 
thought to the human element which was during war a l s o expendable, a 
s t a t i s t i c , a mark on a graph and a Gold S t a r i n some Mother's window. 
I have had the experience of being i n on the ground f l o o r when a n t i 
tank weapons were being considered. I have served and manned, dr i v e n 
and helped r e p a i r i n the f i e l d , the M-3s, the T-12s, the M-lOs and 
the M-36. The M-10 was the best! I n the Attack as a c l o s e support 
I n f a n t r y weapon with a n t i - t a n k , a r t i l l e r y and o u t r i g h t Tank Destroyer 
c a p a b i l i t i e s . The H a l f - t r a c k s with t h e i r World War I French 75s I 
knew w e l l , f o r a t one time I was a horse a r t i l l e r y m a n who learned 
h i s trade on the old wooden wheeled 75mm gun. Now I'm d i g r e s s i n g , so 
on with the show! I have driven the German Tank Destroyer and I have 
f i r e d i t s high v e l o c i t y gun many times. The M-10 i s s t i l l the best! 



FIRST BLOOD AND A GREAT LOSS 

A f t e r the war had ended, the m i l i t a r y i n t e l l e c t u a l who had chosen 
a m i l i t a r y c a r e e r as a l i f e t i m e p r o f e s s i o n , found himself a p r i s o n e r 
of war. F i e l d Marshall ALBERT KESSELRING, the number one defensive 
s p e c i a l i s t , s a t hunched up on a corner of h i s cot as he faced h i s 
i n t e r v i e w e r , Seymour Korman, a Chicago Tribune war correspondent. 

He was aksed, " F i e l d Marshall, can you t e l l me honestly, what do you 
consider to be the f i n e s t American D i v i s i o n to have opposed you?" 
K e s s e l r i n g had been nurturing a mangled c i g a r e t t e , answered i n b u r s t s 
of German, s p u t t e r i n g as he spoke. 

"Your 3d and 36th I n f a n t r y D i v i s i o n s who have c o n s t a n t l y upset our 
plans by t h e i r unorthodox f i g h t i n g and audacity, a t the way they 
turned up unexpectedly i n places which we had thought to be secure. 
They u t i l i z e d c e r t a i n long f l a n k i n g t a c t i c s , d i v e r s i o n a r y f e i n t s , 
and t a c t i c a l movements which would have turned a m i l i t a r y t a c t i c i a n 
green with envy. They have never gone by the book and I am s o r r y to 
say t h a t we o u r s e l v e s wrote many of the books. I f i n d i t extremely 
u n l i k e l y t h a t a Lieutenant of I n f a n t r y i n our f o r c e s should be able 
to make d e c i s i o n s your young o f f i c e r s with no previous b a t t l e exper-
_ieriiie were able tomake. Do you know that one r a s h young Lieutenant" 
with a small u n i t managed to penetrate my Command bunker a t C i v e t t i -
vechia? Were i t not for the s a c r i f i c e of a j u n i o r o f f i c e r assigned to 
my personal S t a f f who managed to sound the a l e r t before he was shot, 
I might have found myself the prisoner of a Lieutenant of your Panzer-
jaeger (Tank D e s t r o y e r s ) , he l e f t h i s c a l l i n g card on the body of my 
unfortunate j u n i o r o f f i c e r . We had only f i v e minutes to s e t o f f pre­
pared demolitions which e f f e c t i v e l y s ealed o f f t h a t p a r t of the tunnel 
complex which as you know was a l s o a p a r t of the I t a l i a n submarine 
pen complex, of course designed by German engineers and a r c h i t e c t s . 
Some day, should I l i v e , I hope to meet t h i s young man. I am c u r i o u s 
as to how he managed to enter undetected, proceed as f a r as he did, 
and no doubt escape the way he entered." 

NOTE: F i e l d Marshall A l b e r t K e s s e l r i n g had made refe r e n c e to the Ranger 
Platoon, 636th Tank Destroyer b a t t a l i o n , 36th I n f a n t r y D i v i s i o n . T h i s 
was one of the 'harder nuts to crack' r e f e r r e d to by Colonel Van 
Pyland, former CO, 636th TD Bn. 

BUT THIS I S NOT WHAT TANK DESTROYERS ARE TRAINED FOR? 

6-' 



TRAIN OF 141$* JEEPS holds up whi le advancing in fan­
try destroys enemy opposi t ion. 


