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Buried under a roadway, the German Tellermine (“Dish Mine”) 43 could blow up a tank and tear men apart. Good officers,
like the lieutenant whom Private First Class Henry Smith saw in Germany, had engineers remove mines before sending men forward.

A FOOL AND A MINEFIELD

THIS EVENT occurred after the
Bulge. The enemy was trying

to get back across the Rhine River
to regroup. We were put under
the command of the English.
We were called out one mor-

ning to help another engineer
outfit, who were clearing a
minefield on a vital road. When
we arrived we were amazed at the
amount of mines already removed,
and they were only one-third of the
way. We started in to help. There was
a column of tanks and a company of
infantry waiting.
I had just carried a mine back to place it

with the others when I saw a Lister Bag [a
canvas bag full of chemically purified
water] and decided to get some water. The
bag was about six feet from the lead tank,
on which a lieutenant was sitting. 
An English officer approached. He asked

the lieutenant, “Are you in charge, lieu-
tenant?” The officer replied, “Yes.” The
E.O. said, “We have to move along faster.
We have to keep our schedule. I’ll call back
the engineers, and you take your tanks up
the road.” The lieutenant said, “Sir, have
you seen what they’re taking out?” The
reply was, “We have to expect to lose some
men and some tanks, but we have to hold
to the schedule. You will proceed.”

The lieutenant thought to find a way out
and said, “Sir, is that a direct order?” The
answer was “Of course.” There you have
the problem. To refuse a direct order on a

battlefield could be grounds for a court-
martial and possible firing squad. To obey
this direct order would be a disaster. 
Finally the lieutenant took out his side

arm. He didn’t point it at anyone. He didn’t
threaten anyone. He said, “Alright, Sir, will
you please get up on the tank?” The E.O.
said, “What?” The lieutenant said, “I always
lead my men, but in this case, it’s only right
that the man who gives the order leads the
way. If you’ll get upon the front of the tank,
I’ll give the order to start the engines.”
The expression on that E.O.’s face was

priceless. Finally he looked at his watch and
said, “I’ll give you a few more minutes.” He
marched away, back straight, face red.
The lieutenant turned to us (he had

acquired an audience by now) and said,
“I’ll probably never get any higher than

lieutenant now, but maybe I’ll get to
go home.”

We went back to work,
cleaned up the rest of the
mines, checked to be sure there
were no surprises, and called
them on. Here came the lieu-
tenant in his turret on the lead
tank, with the infantry along-
side. I hope he made it home.
He saved a lot of lives besides
his own.

Henry T. Smith
wartime private first class

292nd Combat Engineers, Ninth Army
East Hartford, Connecticut

‘I THOUGHT MY LEG WAS GONE’

MY FATHER, David Clinton Tharp, was
a decorated 101st Airborne para-

trooper with the 502nd Parachute Infantry
Regiment’s headquarters. He served as a
radio communicator for Lieutenant Colonel
Robert G. Cole, Lieutenant Colonel John
H. Michaelis, and Lieutenant Colonel Steve
A. Chappuis. He received two Purple
Hearts and the Bronze Star as well as two
Presidential Unit Citations for the 101st
Airborne’s gallant efforts during D-Day
and the Battle of the Bulge. He wrote sev-
eral hundred letters back home to Indiana
[published in the book Comes a Soldier’s
Whisper in 2013].
Dad wrote in one of his letters to my

mother, 
Now that my mail isn’t censored, I can tell

you how and when I was wounded in Hol-
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Send your War Stories submission, with
a relevant photo if possible, to WAR
STORIES, America in WWII, 4711 Queen
Avenue, Suite 202, Harrisburg, PA 17109,
or to warstories@americainwwii.com.

By sending stories and photos, you give us
permission to publish and republish them.

Knocked out by a bomb blast in Holland,
101st Airborne paratrooper David

Tharp panicked as he came to. Was his
leg still attached?
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Lingo!
1940s GI and civilian patter

prune: an inefficient airman.

behavior report: letter to a girl,
as in “the prune always forgot to
send behavior reports to his girl.”

bubble dancing: washing the
dishes, as in “the prune will be
doing all of the bubble dancing

when he gets home.”
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land [during Operation Market Garden].
It was September 22, 1944, near St.

Oedennrode [Sint-Oedenrode], Holland,
at a forward observation post…. I was
very tired that morning and didn’t have to
go [on duty] as I hadn’t slept for 48 hours.
However, the day before, the British had
given tank support, and we also had it for
that morning. We had kicked the hell out
of them [the Germans] the day before. The
Colonel [Michaelis] asked if I was to be his
radio operator that morning, and I said,
yes, I wanted to be in on it. He was a hell
of a swell guy.

Anyway, the attack had just gotten under
way, and there was a devil of an explosion
over our heads. That’s about all I remem-
bered for 48 hours. When I came to my
senses, I thought my leg was gone. That’s
one terrible feeling. [Fortunately, the leg was
still there!] I think a million things must
have flashed through my head at once.
I probably shouldn’t have told you this.

But you’ve asked several times, and I
couldn’t [tell you] then. The same shell killed
two and wounded five. I guess it was quite
a mess, not as bad as some I’ve seen though.
Dad mentioned once that he saw a sol-

dier “vaporize into thin air.” We knew he
had much hidden pain, and yet we had
no clue.

Jenny Tharp La Sala
Walworth, New York

daughter of David Tharp
wartime paratrooper, 502nd Parachute

Infantry, 82nd Airborne Division

KEPT STATESIDE BY THE A-BOMB

IWANTED TO FLY. In 1944 the US Navy
wanted combat air crewmen. I was only

17 years old, but I volunteered. I passed all
my tests and left for training on December
26, 1944. My first base was ROTC in Mem-
phis, Tennessee. Seven weeks of boot camp
followed, then three months of extensive
training to become an aviation radioman.
I stayed in Memphis to learn to become

a radar operator. Then I moved on to Pur-
cell, Oklahoma, to aerial gunnery school. I
graduated all three schools: aviation radio,
air radar, and aerial gunnery school. We
were about to go overseas when they
dropped the two atomic bombs and the
war came to an end.
I was very proud of the time I spent in

the US Navy. I would have given my life for
my country and still would.

Robert Kummer, Sr.
US Navy aviation radioman

Ho-Ho-Kus, New Jersey


