The Ist Battalion, 39th Combat Engineer
Regiment, received its baptism of fire
during the fight for Gela.

By Rex A. Knight

n the evening of July 8, 1943, a group of transports and sup-

porting warships was steaming eastward along the Tunisian

coastline toward the next joint British-American operation

of World War IL. Operation Husky, the invasion of Sicily, was only

afew hours away, and elements of the Ist Infantry Division were
on their way to their intended target, the coastal area of Gela.

Among the important objectives of the group was Gela proper, a
quaint fishing town with a population of about 32,000. Its capture
and defense were critical to the success of the whole operation, and
the anticipated street fighting would require special handling. The
task was therefore to be given to a new, elite group of the U.S. Army.

Colonel William O. Darby and his Rangers had already gained
considerable renown in the North African campaign. The mission
to take Gela would add even more luster to the Rangers’ reputation

-and greatly increase admiration for their leader. History has proved
very kind to the Rangers’ efforts. Yet what most accounts fail to
point out is that a full third of Darby’s command at Gela was nei-
ther Rangers nor infantry, but rather an untested battalion of
combat engineers.

Headed for Sicily aboard the transport Joseph T, Dickiman, the men
of the Ist Battalion, 39th Combat Engineer Regiment, appeared
ready for their mission, but they were actually a question mark. No
one had more confidence in their abilities than Major Stanley Dziu-
ban, the Ist Battalion’s commander. His men lacked any combat
experience, however. There was not a single battle-hardened vet-
eran among them. In fact, they had only been in the Mediter-
ranean theater for five months, having arrived fresh from the States
in Oran, Algeria, at the end of January. For the next 3% months
they had remained close to the secured port of Oran, their only
duties routine, noncombat engineering. But with the end of the
North African campaign and preparations for Operation Husky,
their role quickly changed.

The transformation had begun in the middle of May, when the
engineers left Oran and moved some 100 miles south to an area
in the Atlas Mountains, near Magenta, where they underwent a
two-week period of intense training in infantry tactics. By early
June the unit was again on the move, to the Fifth Army Invasion
Training Center at Arzew. There the engineers were introduced to
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Colonel Darby and attached to his newly
formed 1st and 4th Ranger battalions.
For the next three weeks the three bat-
talions rigorously trained together in re-
alistic combat simulations, striving to
reach a peak of combat efficiency.

Throughout this training period, the
reason for relocating the engineers had
remained secret, even to Dziuban. Se-
crecy was still the order of the day when, on July 5, the engineers,
along with the Rangers (a union now designated Force X), were
hauled to Algiers and fully combat loaded aboard Joseph T, Dickman.
It was not until the following day that Dziuban and his officers
learned of their mission. Only then were they fully informed of
their objectives and told that they were attached to General Terry
Allen’s Ist Infantry Division for the invasion of Sicily.

Dziuban and his officers instantly focused their attention upon
maps and models of Gela, which showed the town sitting atop a
150-foot-high mound extending some three miles along the sea
and some 4,000 yards inland. Obviously, the high ground would
offer good defensive positions. Furthermore, they learned that the
[talian 429th Coastal Battalion of the XVIII Coastal Brigade had
established defenses in all directions around the community, ex-
tensively using concrete pillboxes and barbed wire.

The beach in front of the town was about 1,000 yards long and
divided at its center by a 900-foot conerete pier. The beach to the
left of the pier, designated Red Beach by the invasion force, was
some 50 yards deep, while the beach to its right, designated Green
Beach, was roughly 80 yards deep. Aerial photos had revealed sev-
eral fishing boats beached on the shore, suggesting that mines were
not likely to be a factor. What created the most immediate concern
among the officers was the steeply rising ground behind the beach.

And there were other major concerns. On the north side of town
lay a treeless, cultivated plain where the enemy had integrated sev-
eral defensive measures. Poles installed as anti-glider obstacles were
studded throughout the area, pillboxes were positioned to give
machine-gunners maximum fields of fire and killing zones had been
presighted for artillery.



D-day was set for July 10, with H-hour scheduled for 2:45 a.m.
The plan called for Colonel Darby’s Rangers to land in the firse
wave of the assault, the [st Battalion on the western half of Red
Beach and the 4th Bactalion on the eastern half of Green Beach.
Dziuban’s engineers were to land in the two following waves, with
the critical center as their objective. Companies B and C made up
the second wave. Company B, under Captain Theodore Arendale,
was to land just left of the pier, while Company C, under Captain
James C. Wilde, landed just right of the picr. In the third wave,
Company A, under Captain Harold Hanson, was to land some
300 yards west of the pier and just to the left of Company B. A
fourth wave made up of the 83rd Chemical Weapons Battalion
would round out the initial assault as a supporting element.

The first phase of the on-shore operation required the Rangers
and engineers to reorganize at the base of the rising ground. Then,
using existing footpaths and a central winding road, the three bat-
talions were to simultancously exit the beach and ascend the steep
slope to town. Once up the slope, they would begin the second
phase, amounting to a formation movement through town, elim-
inating resistance as they went. Ultimately, they were o move to
their final objectives along the north edge of the community, es-
tablish defensive positions and await further orders.

Everyone knew, however, that the reality would never be as neat
and clean as the words on paper made the plan sound. The weather
was bad—it had been since the ships’ departure from Algiers, and
it showed little sign of improvement. Rough scas constantly bat-
tered the convoy, and Joseph T. Dickman wallowed from side to
side, making many men badly seasick. With I-hour approaching
and the sea remaining rough, cancellation of the operation seemed

Above: While an American LST {landing ship, tank) bums in the
background, weary woops move inland, paying little attention to
wounded who are being evacuated, in Red Beach at Gela, by
Mitchell Jamieson (U.S. Nawy Combat Art Collection). Inset:
Major Stanley Dziuban flashes a smile that veflects pride in the
engineers he commanded (courtesy of Stanley Dzivban).

incvitable. Then, at just before midnight on July 9, the weather
suddenly began to improve. Although conditions remained far
from perfect, it was decided to proceed as planned.

Ataround 12:45 a.m., the men were ordered topside. Wasting
little time, the engineers quickly gathered their gear and began
filing out onto the open deck and into the darkness. The men
moved quictly to the transport’s side and descended rope ladders
to the LCVPs (landing craft vehicles, personnel) that waited helow.

Once loaded—an operation requiring careful coordination in
the rough seas—the LCVPs moved to their assigned staging areas,
where they were to circle until the order was given to proceed to
shore. Whait followed was a grueling hal-hour wait, just what many
of the engineers had desperately hoped to avoid. Trapped aboard
their small landing craft, some men were again suffering from
severe seasickness, their stomachs churning as wildly as the sea
around them. Indeed, few men were immune to the turbulence,
and all prayed for a quick escape from the ordeal.

Finally, the waiting ended and the journey to shore began. Rough
seas had forced many of the landing craft out of position, causing
considerable confusion among their operators. At this point there
were no communications between LCVDs. Only through the leader-
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Soon after the U.S. Army R

northwest. Below: Insignic of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers.
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, Ttalian infantry and armored
wnits launched counterattacks down highways to the northeast and through open fields from the

with its full complement. Miraculously,
1o one was lost—thanks in part to the
swimming skills of the company's medi-
cal officer, Lieutenant Albert Thomp-
son, who pulled to safety the only man
who could not swim.

No other craft took such devastating
hits, but there was another problem—
approximately 100 yards from shore,
stretching the length of the beach, was
a sandbar. Riding in one of the lead
LCVDs, Lieutenant Arthur Dolan, ex-
ecutive officer for Company B and 1st
Platoon commander, was standing up
forward next to the ramp, ready to lead
his men into combat. His landing craft
was some distance from shore when it
suddénly ground to a halt.

The boat had struck the sandbar,
throwing all the men forward. Dolan’s
medical officer, who had been perched

CK SROWNLEE. R&8 GRAPHIC DESIGN.

sailed through the air above them as a
sudden burst of machine-gun fire snappecd
and crackled around the craft. One
round perforated the high-flying medi-

ship of Colonel Darby, who had strategically positioned himself
aboard a guide boat with megaphone in hand, were the operators
able to re-establish any semblance of order in their formation, al-
though not before a searchlight from shore had switched on to il-
luminate the approaching boats for enemy gunners.

At 2:40 a.m., just seconds after the formation’s initial thrust
toward the beaches, there was a sudden, huge explosion, and the
engineers warched as a fireball momentarily lit up the beach where
they were to land. The enemy had blown up a center section of the
concrete pier with a series of preset charges. A special American
team that landed earlier to defuse the charges had failed to com-
plete its task in time. Immediately following the pier explosion a
second searchlight switched on from shore, and a few artillery
rounds began to splash into the sea
ahead of the first wave of LCVDs.

The Navy had so far remained quiet,
holding its fire until the last possible
moment. At 3:10 a.m., to the relief of the
men heading for shore, the destroyer
Shubrick was given permission to open
fire, and its main batteries quickly
knocked out béth searchlights.

Intense gunfire suddenly erupted on b
hoth sides. The night sky and distant e

cal officer’s canteen that held his “per-
sonal medicinal alcohol.” The “Doc’s” heartfelt expletive could be
heard through the confusion, followed by, “There goes my booze!”

The ramp of Dolan’s craft flew open, and a rush of sea water
flooded its interior and forced the men into a premature departure.
Stepping out into deep water, Dolan ordered his men to activate
their Mae West preservets and make for shore as best they could.
Minutes later, exhausted and having discarded much of their
equipment along the way, they reached the beach. Again, no one
was killed. .

The experience of Dolan and his men was not an isolated event.
Several other landing craft also blundered into the sandbar. Yet,
for the most part, the engineers landed unscathed.

After landing with Company C, Major Dziuban promptly es-
tablished radio communications with
Colonel Darby. He learned that the
Rangers—especially the 4th Battal-
ion—had run into stiff machine-gun

fire, heavy concentrations of barbed wire
and, somewhat unexpectedly, mines. The
fishing boats had proved to be derelicts.

By the light of high-bursting flares
Dziuban watched his men, many of
whom were exhausted from their trek to

shore, struggling across the beach to

some safety at the edge of the rising

shoreline were instantly ablaze with R
tracers crisscrossing in wild patterns, i
punctuated by the flash and boom of
car-shattering explosions. The oncoming American invaders hun-
kered down within the semiprotection of their craft’s steel exterior.
Safety had become a priority for the moment.

By 3:15 a.m., the gunfire had intensified. Machine-gun bullets
were ricocheting off the landing craft, and mortar rounds were
splashing the sea with greater regularity. The Rangers were just be-
ginning to land. Several of their landing craft had already taken
direct hits, and casualties were mounting for both battalions. For
the engineers, however, progress so far remained unhampered. But
as they drew near the beach, Dziuban and his men found their
landing would not be made without some anxious motments.

Two hundred yards from the beach, one craft carrying members of
Company B received a direct hir, quickly took on water and capsized
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ground. Machine-gun tracers laced the
engineers’ way ahead, but the major
had no immediate reason to be discouraged. Far from it. Aside from
afew minor injurics, he had no reported losses. And while moving
west along the beach to meet Captain Arendale, who had been
mistakenly landed east of the pier, he learned that the center sec-
tion of the beach was clear of barbed wire and anti-personnel mines.
Anti-tank mines were present but posed no serious threat to the
engineers. The enemy machine-gun fire was, for the most part,
poorly aimed and lacking concentration. As a result, company
commanders were able to reorganize so quickly that the engineers
were actually ready to move into town ahead of the Rangers.
When the Rangers were in position, Dziuban ordered his men
forward. They ran into trouble at once. Two active pillboxes com-
bined theit fire to completely pin down both Companies A and B-

upon the craft’s platform at the rear, .
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“town. Naval gunfire slowed the advancing

The stalemate lasted for several minutes. Then Sergeant Harold
Gilbert of Company B jumped up, ran to the nearest pillbox and
tossed a grenade through its firing point. A dull thud was followed
by silence from both pillboxes. Then a white flag appeared above
the second. Gilbert finished his daring escapade by rounding up the
humbled occupants, capturing eight Italians, including two officers.

The quick surrender of the pillbox crews typified the halthearted
resistance the Americans encountered throughout the occupation
of Gela. For the most part, the Italian defense crumbled quickly.
Two determined snipers, one in a church belfry and another behind
a stone wall at the end of a dead-end side street, did cause the en-
gineers a slight delay in their advance. Despite that, by 5:15 a.m.—
less than two hours into the ground campaign—the engineers and
Rangers successfully reached their assigned objectives at the north
edge of town. Every pillbox in the northern sector surrendered
before firing a single shot. Mopping up continued for a time, but
by 8 a.m. all resistance in Gela had ceased.

Indeed, the operation had progressed so well that back at the

Colonel Darby anticipated the armor’s penetration and had
taken his jeep back to the beach in search of some assistance. He
was lucky enough to locate a 37mm anti-tank gun as it was being
unloaded from a landing craft. Commandeering the weapon, he
raced back to town, located the first of the advancing tanks and
personally blasted a hole through its turret.

The colonel’s position would face no further challenge. Shortly
after moving into town, the second tank had run into a determined
squad of Dziuban’s engineers led by Lieutenant Dee Baker of Com-
pany B. Baker and his men concentrated their fire with rifle
grenades and bazookas on the Renault’s wheel and tread assem-
blies until it was finally stopped. The engineers then continued
their fire undil the tank was totally destroyed.

A third tank was disabled under similar circumstances. The re-
maining four retreated under a torrent of harassing fire from both
the engineers and the Rangers.

Meanwhile, at the west end of the engineer sector, Company C
was busy helping the Rangers repel an attack by a battalion of Ital-

beach a platoon of engineers from Captain
Hanson’s Company A was having difficulty
accommodating the unexpected swell of
POWs. At least 200 Italians had surren-
dered up to that point, and more were ar-
riving with each passing hour.

So many prisoners showed up that soon
the makeshift wire holding pen was filled
to capacity, eventually requiring the com-
pound to be opened up to allow the POWs
some movement outside its barrier. Even
50, the ltalians required little attention.
They made no attempt to escape their
American captors.

A short distance from the POW com-
pound, men of the 83rd Chemical Weapons
Battalion had been hurriedly working to set
up their 36 tubes of 4.2-inch mortars. Like
the engineers, they too had had trouble with
the sandbar, which hampered their getting
to shore with the heavily laden two-wheel
carts containing their equipment. Except

for some Italian field guns captured by the
Rangers, the 83td’s mortats were the only
heavy weapons momentarily ashore at Gela,
With an enemy counterattack expected, it
was time to get the mortars into position.

The counterattack came at 9:30 a.mn.,
when a column of 13 Italian Renault R-35
tanks supported by infantry (elements of
the reserve Mobile Group E, stationed at
Niscimi) was spotted advancing toward

armor, destroying several of the tanks and
sending the infantry scurrying for cover, but
at least seven of the tanks reached the
streets of Gela. :

Neither the Rangers nor the engineers
were sufficiently armed for such a confronta-
tion. Since 60mm mortars and .30-caliber
machine guns were the heaviest weapons
carried by the Rangers, they were at a distinct
disadvantage against the tanks. The engi-
neers were not equipped much better, with
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only .30-caliber machine guns, bazookas,
some pole charges and a few “borrowed”
anti-tank Teller mines, originally planted by
the Italians, to augment their firepower.
Nevertheless, into battle they went.

Top: U.S. Army coml

bat engmeers and
craft, tank) at Gela on July 10, 1943. Charged with the destruction of beach obstacles, the

engineers immediately came under heavy five. Above: Farther up the coast, members of the
531st Engineers head for cover while a stricken landing craft founders in the background.

their heavy equipment disembark from an LCT (landing
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 Patfon’s Day on Gela's Beaches

. Liéutqmﬁt General George S. Pawton, Jr.,

congr&tulatés
Colonel William ©. Darby at Ranger headquarters on
{1 Gela, while Brig. Gen. Hobart Gay lookson. ©

s driver to Lo e o

© . Darby and his Rangers. Al

though the Rangers thought
' Patton was unhappy with
their progress, the general
was secretly pleased to be

ife. He later wrote, “had we
would have run into seven
moment were advancing...

- towatd the town.” Another
_ Axis attempt to push the

~§ Seventh Army out of Gela -
the Gela beach to return to Monro

i was underway.

streets as Italian tanks

Italian 75mms. From his
' observation post 100 yards
behind the front line,
Patton spotted a naval offi-
cetwith a radio. “If you can

As Badly‘és, Lieutenant General George

S. Patton wanted to hit the Gela beaches
with his men on D-day, July 10, 1943, he
thought it better to stay on USS Mon-
rovia, the American fleet’s flagship, where

i he argued with Admiral Kent Hewitt
_about processing POWs and keeping te-
‘inforcements flowing to the Seventh
Army. At the end of the day, Patton

wrote in his diary, “1 feel like a cur, bue L |

probably did better here.” -
" The next morning Patton got up early
' and, accompanied by a few staff officers
“and bodyguards, boarded Hewitt's barge
and reached the beach by 9:20 a.m. As
German shells hit the water 30 feet away,
he strode along the beach to inspect two
DUKW amphibious trucks that had been
knocked out the day before. Once his
scout car was dewaterproofed, the general

took off to inspect the troops.

Patton’s first visit was supposed to be
with General Terry Allen, buche ordered

ian infantry (an element of the 4th Livorno Division) advancing
from the direction of Butera. The enemy soldiers were approach-
ing across open ground in an unusual close-order formation, fully
exposed to the American gunners. It was a baffling move by the
Italians, who seemed to have a death wish. Every weapon at the
Americans’ disposal—captured field guns, the 83rd’s mortars and
offshore naval gunnery—rained devastation upon the hapless Ital-
ians. As a result, not one enemy soldier reached Gela.
Six miles east of town and fighting his own battles was Lieu-
g
= 3
tenant John Pacer, motor officer for Company B, who was trying
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damn navy,”

road!” The navy complied, and launched
a barrage of 6-inch shells from the cruiser
USS Savannah. i
During the action, two British Hawker
Hurricanes accidentally dropped their
bombs hear Patton. “They hit the build-
ing we were in twice,” he remembered,
“and also made a hole in the roof of the
building across the street.” Although the

strike did not kill anyone, there were

some wounded. “I have never heard so
much screaming,” the general said.
Patton then went to work helping the
Rangets position their 4.2-inch chemical
mortars and attempting to help stiffen
their resistance by virtue of his presence.
When he learned that the Rangers had

_been cut off from the 1st Division, Patton

sent 10 American tanks to re-establish
contact. Within an hour the Italian of-
feristve failed and the Rangers were col-

 lecting prisoners. Before he
to visit Colonel William O.

among them. Moreovet, the
delay may have saved his -

proceeded down the road we
German tanks, which ac the

 kept shelling us, but not ve:

Fire erupted in Gela’s

“opened up. The Rangers |
% responded with bazookas
and a captured battery of;

‘composure  and

 Ashamed that they had shown their fe:

connect with your god-
Pacton roared, “tell them for.
God's sake to drop some shell fire on the -

‘earned my pay.”

left, P
told the Rangers, “Kill every one of th
poddamn bastards”
Satisfied, Patton drove to, 15t Divisio
headquarters. He eventually found Ge
eral Allen, and the two had a toadside
ference. While the generals were talk
Ametican anti-aircraft guns opened up on
German hombers overhead. Spent.
fragments began striking'all oves
road. “One piece struck within. ..
ten yards of General [Hobart] Gay
myself,” Patton later recalled, He th
proceeded to the 2nd Armored Divisic
headquarters, where “a German batte
CCUEaLe

Ly rat
His tour over, Patton headed back

i
e

When he came upon some men digg
a foxhole between two stacks of he;
ammunition, Patton told them they were.
only helping graves registration sa\
time. Suddenly, two German bombers at
tacked the beach, but Patton kept hi
remained  standing, -

in front of the general, the soldier
climbed out of their foxhole and got badl
to work. When he returned to Monrouia, -
Patton wrote in his dairy, “I think

Patton’s visit to Gela showed his sol-
diets that he would lead from the front
and was willing to share their hardships.
Unfortunately, his skill and daring did not -
rub off on the one man who would even- |
tually need it most, Maj. Gen. John Lucas.«

On the trip to Sicily, Patton shareda |
cabin with Lucas and sent him ashore on.
the invasion’s first day to fnake sure
follow-up troops made it to their units.
Lucas witnessed Patton’s actions with the
Rangers and commented, “I am con-
vineed that his presence had much'todo |
with restoring the situation.” ]

Despite his opinion of Patton’s leader- 4
ship style, Lucas apparently favored a less
aggressive approach. Lucas was relieved
of command seven months later when’
his amphibious attack at Anzio, Italy
stalled and was almost thrown back info
the sea. -~ Kevin M. Hym

to locate and bring forward the battalion’s heavier equipment. Due
to the unexpected loss of the concrete pier, all LSTs (landing ships,
rank) had been diverted to a beach in the st Infantry sector. It
was there that Pacer’s nightmare began. ’

The beach was mass confusion—men, machinery and equip-
ment everywhere and moving nowhere. Despite the chaos, Pacer
managed to get aboard the only LST (388) that was unloading and
was fortunate enough to locate some of what he was looking for,
including desperately sought M2 halftracks needed back at Gela.
At 10 a.m., just as the lieutenant was beginning to make progress




| tracks on the other beach, which left the
| captain but one option. His men would

SR

;% Hanson had to decide if the desperate

: § was clear and the tanks were rolling ashore.

‘g a single casualty.

with the unloading, three German Messerschmitt Me-109 fighter-
bombers suddenly attacked the beach area, dropping two bombs
thatstraddled the LST on which Pacer stood. The explosions sent
ashower of deadly shrapnel throughout the immediate area with.-
out causing any serious damage or casualties.

Shaken but unharmed, Pacer checked himself and his equipment
for damage and went back to work. His equipment retrieval effort
was stymied by a friendly sentry. No sooner had the lieutenant
gotten his equipment to shore than the sentry guided the vehi-
cles into soft sand, where they sank up to their axles. Pacer had
litcle choice but to return to Gela empty-handed, reporting his

| delay to a very disappointed Major Dziuban.

Pacer was not the only engineer with problems on the beach.
Captain Hanson was deliberating his own unloading problem.
LSTs loaded with medium tanks were beginning to reach shore,
and they needed at least a mile of cleared area to unload. Teller
mines as well as “S” anti-personnel mines were known to be all
along the beach. The battalion’s mine de-
tectors remained with the trucks and half-

have to probe with their bayonets to locate
each mine.

need for the tanks ashore was worth putting
his men at extra risk. The enemy’s armored
counterattack quickly supplied the answer:
The risks were indeed necessary. Sending a
platoon down the beach, the captain had
his engineers probe until the pattern in
which the mines had been laid could be de-
termined. Then, deliberately ignoring the
very real threat posed by the “S” mines,
Hanson ordered his men to step off the pat-
tern to locate the rest of the Tellers. The
procedure worked. Soon the mile of beach

Remarkably, all was accomplished without

That afternoon and evening, the area

had arrived ashore to assume the beach duties, allowing Hanson's
company to move up. Several medium tanks were now forward,
and additional field batteries had arrived during the night. The en-
gineers and Rangers were in a much better defensive posture than
the day before.

Nevertheless, the Italians and Germans put the American de-
fenses to a serious test. The attack from the north was strong and
preceded by a heavy artillery bombardment. The engineers and
Rangers, however, were unshaken by the enemy thrust and re-
sponded in fierce fashion.

Again, as on the previous day, they rained down a dead ly con-
centration of fire upon the Italians. As a result, the enemy advance
faltered, though it continued to within 800 yards of the town before
being brought to a complete stop. What remained of the force dug
in and put up a halfhearted and disorganized resistance. Soon, an
engineer-led halftrack offensive overwhelmed the weakened op-
position, resulting in the capture of an additional 300 Italians.

around Gela became considerably quieter.
Air attacks from both the Luftwaffe and
Regia Aeronautica continued throughout
the period, but most were against the off-
shore shipping. Still, the battle for the town
was far from over.

As expected, at 7:30 on the following
morning the counterattacks recommenced.
On the east side of town a heavy-armored
battalion of the reserve German Hermann
Goring Division began advancing from. the
direction of the Ponte Olivo airfield toward
the Ist Infantry sector. A little farther west,
an infantry battalion of the Livorno Divi-
sion was again advancing south toward the
north edge of Gela.

Major Dziuban, who had established his
headquarters in the cellar of a house on the
north edge of town, watched the advanc-
ing enemy. He had not potten much rest
during the night—an infestation of sand
| fleas had seen to that—but his spirits were
. high. One reason for his good frame of

PHOTOS: U.S. NAVAL HISTORICAL CENTER

- mind was the arrival of the battalion’s half-
tracks. Lieutenant Pacer had finally gotten
through. Dziuban was also aware of other
additional strengths. The 53 st Engineers

Top: The simple grave marker for Paul B. Wilson from USS Elizabeth C. Stanton, one of

the first casualties on the beach, killed near Gela on July 10, 1943. Above: A Renaudt R-35

tank, one of many knocked out by Darby's Rangers and the 39th Engineers, lies upside doun
on the roadside following the failed Italian counterattack ar Gela,
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A U.S. Army soldier stands over the body of one of Gelds Italian defenders on July 10.

Once Gela was secured, Palermo was the Americans” next objective.

a meadow, Hanson and his men then got into a fire-
fight with a group of Italians positioned in a nearby
gully. Raking the area with the halftrack’s .50-cal-
iber machine gun, Hanson continued forward. Fi-
nally, however, his transport sustained a minor hit
from a hidden anti-tank gun, which forced him to
call off the sortie and retreat.

Upon his return, Hanson reported his observa-
tions to Patton. The enemy appeared disorganized
yet seemed to be digging in to hold their ground.
Dziuban, who had also arrived on the scene, sent
two additional halftracks, supported by two medium
tanks, to circle behind the enemy positions. This
time the results were surprisingly different.

The advancing halftracks located an Italian field
hospital full of wounded. Then, as they sought in-
formation from the hospital’s staff and patients, the
engineers were suddenly overwhelmed by a large
body of enemy soldiers bearing white flags. They
had been badly mauled by the earlier bombardment,
suffering casualties as high as 50 percent. They were
finished and unwilling to fight on. When the half-
tracks returned, trailing behind them came a
column of some 450 Italian POWs.

East of town, a battle with German armor con-
tinued, and it too was destined to end as another
American victory. Throughout the nighttime
hours, air attacks also continued. Although they
wete largely ineffectual, the air attacks indirectly
led to the accidental shooting down of several in-
coming American transports, resulting in a number
of casualties among the men of the 82nd Airborne.
Despite this setback for the Americans, at 3 a.m. on
July 12, the battle for Gela finally ended, and the
push toward the strategically important city of
Palermo began.

At Gela, the 1st Battalion, 39th Combat Engi-
neers, had performed beyond expectation. Dziuban’s
men had done all that was asked of them and more.
Soon after, the rest of the regiment was to join
them. The complete unit would proceed across
Sicily, building 97 bypasses and shoveling rubble in
seven cities along the way. .

In Italy, too, the engineers of the 39th were des-
tined to continue their valiant effort, taking part in
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Meanwhile, a second attack developed on the northwest side of
town. Another infantry battalion of the Livorno Division was
again attempting an approach along the Butera Road. There, too,
the Italians were greeted warmly. From their advantageous posi-
tions the Rangers unleashed an artillery bombardment on the ad-
vancing enemy, sending the Italians back their own ammunition
courtesy of the previously captured field guns. The attack slowed.
The 83rd Chemical Weapons Battalion added some of its firepower,
and the attack slowed even more. When supporting fire from the
cruiser Savannah contributed a shower of 6-inch high-explosive
projectiles, the attack staggered to a complete stop.

From nearby positions, Captain Hanson and his men had a spec-
tacular view of the decimation rained on the Italian column. It
had been an awesome display of power. Just arrived at Hanson’s
position, Lt. Gen. George Patton, commander of American forces
engaged, had also observed the scene. Patton was not as impressed
as the others and ordered Hanson forward to personally recon-
noiter what remained of the enemy’s strength.

Orders are orders. The captain grabbed four men, jumped into
a halftrack and headed up the Butera Road, where his halftrack
almost immediately came under fire. Moving off the road and into
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both the Salerno and Anzio landings, the capture
of Rome and the vicious battles for the Po Valley. During the Ital-
fan campaign the 39th would fight its way through enemy terri-
tory while building 77 bypasses, 123 culverts, 24 major roadblocks,
seven airstrips and a floating footbridge. And that is only a partial
listing of the engineers’ accomplishments.

On July 12, Major Dziuban was thrown from a halftrack when it
struck a mine along the Butera Road. Under enemy fire and with a
fractured wrist, he returned to the burning wreck to pull a wounded
man to safety. Dziuban’s heroism was noted by all who served with
him. Yet the battalion commander always shied away from atten-
tion and focused instead on his men. At the end of the Sicilian cam-
paign, Dziuban would proudly say to those who had served him so
well, “We take our hats off to no one in the quality of our soldier-
ing, combat ability and engineer work.”

Certainly the 39th’s record, beginning with its support of Darby’s
Rangers at Gela, was never to prove his proud statement false. 0

Rex A. Knight is the author of Riding On Luck, Saga of the U.S.S.
Lang (DD-399). Further reading: Operation Husky: The Allied In-
vasion of Sicily, by S.W.C. Pack; and Bitter Victory: The Battle
for Sicily 1943, by Carlo D’Este.
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