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April 20, 2005

Dear Children and Grandchildren,

The enclosed information is all answers to questions pertaining to World War Il and the
regiment that | was a part of. This has all come about because MrsMarion Chard from Alger,
Michigan found out that | was in the 540" Combat Engineers during World War Il. Her father
was also in the 540" and she is researching everything she can to find out about where and
what the 540" was involved in.

You will notice that she starts in at North Africa where we made our first invasion on November
8, 1942. Then on to Sicily on July 10, 1943 at Licata. Invasion #3 was on the mainland of ltaly
on September 14, 1943 at Salerno. Invasion #4 was on June 10, 1944 at Anzio—better known
as the Anzio Beachhead. Qur last invasion was on September 14, 1944 at St. Raphael, France
on the southern coast of France.

After the last invasion, we moved north into Alsace Lorraine and up into the Battle of the Bulge.
That was Christmas week of 1944. In April, we moved up to the mighty Rhine River and built a
pontoon bridge across the Rhine that took us 10 hours and 20 minutes to complete so that
tanks could get across the Rhine River at Worms.

Marion Chard asked all the questions pertaining to the above two paragraphs and | tried to
answer them as well as my memory would return to me, and to answer them as accurately as
possible.

As | looked at all the questions, it occurred to me that my children and grandchildren should
have a copy of all this information. As more and more veterans of World War Il are rapidly
dying off every year, all their information will die with them unless we record it in this manner. |
know that our grandchildren, and especially our great grandchildren, will appreciate reading
about where and what their Grandpa Vander Wall did during the World War |l era.

The Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor when Jerry my brother was 18 and | was 19. We enlisted
as soon as they would take us. Little did | ever imagine that when | left home on April 14, 1942
that | would never see home again until September of 1945. Was | happy to be home—with this
pen, | could never express the joy of my heart as we entered New York harbor and saw the
Statue of Liberty.

After | was discharged, | met your mother and grandmother either the end of 1945 or early
1946. We fell in love and were married on May 24, 1947. We built a new home on Krueger
Street in Spring Lake before we were married. Billy was born April 21, 1949,

In 1950, at age 28, an Army buddy of mine, Keith Branstom, from Muskegon, Michigan, invited
me to go to hear Billy Graham preach at Maranatha Bible Conference in Muskegon. | had never
heard of a Billy Graham before and | had never been to Maranatha—but | went with him. For
the first time in my life, | understood that God loved me and that He loved me so much that He
gave His only begotten son to die on the cross for my sins. That night when | received Christ
into my heart—July 4, 1950—my life did a 180° turn around. That's 55 years ago this coming
4™ of July. | cannot express to God in this letter how grateful | am for His salvation. Grandma
was saved in a Nazarene camp meeting near Kalamazoo, Michigan a few weeks later.



You might wonder why | am writing all this down and for what reasons. For some reason, | feel
compelled to write this to you while your parents and grandparents yet live. Probably another
reason is that | want our grandchildren to have access to this information to reveal to their
understanding the heritage from whence they were born.

Please save this letter and all the enclosed information about the war and read it from time to
time. This is going to be very interesting to our grreat grandchildren who are yet to be born and,
in all probability, will never remember anything about us because at our age, we're starting to
look forward to a new home in Glory.

So children, grandchildren and great grandchildren, take heed as to how you live your life. Will
you live it for self-gratification or live it to honor Christ in your life and through your life. The
choice is yours. God has given us a free will of choice. We are very grateful to Almighty God
for our children and grandchildren. We have been blessed beyond measure.

Finally, remember my favorite Scripture verse—Colossians 2:6. “As you have therefore
received Christ Jesus the Lord—so walk ye in him." Another verse is Acts 11:23. In verse 22
Barnabas is at Antioch. Then in verse 23, he was glad to see the grace of God manifested in
the Christians in Antioch. Then He exhorts them that with “purpose of heart” that they should
cleave unto the Lord. | love those words—purpose of heart, which encourages them not to fail
and also be very determined to love and serve the Lord with all of our heart, soul and mind.

Remember please—"Purpose in your heart.”

Lovingly in Christ Jesus,

Grandma and Grandpa
Mother and Dad
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GENERAL INFO

Name, rank and serial number?
William Vander Wall, Jr. — S/5gt. — 16084180
What battalion, company, etc. did you serve with?
2" Bn. Company D — 540" Combat Engr.
Were you ever wounded? If so, please give details?
No
What medals, campaign ribbons, etc. were you given?
Soldiers Medal — Algeria French Moroccan, Sicilian, Rome Arno, Naples Foggia,
Southern France, Rhineland Central Europe. European Theater Ribbon with one
silver and two bronze battle stars.
Were you ever awarded the CIB?
Mo, we did not qualify.

Do you have any memories of other units that the 540" were “attached” to or were in
direct support of?

Only the divisions that we made D-Day Landings with like the 3™, 45" 9" Div. In
MNorth Africa, etc.

Did you get any “leave” time, and if so where and for how long?

Just day passes to Casablanca, Oran, Palermo, Naples, Rome, Lyons, France,
etc.

Did you lose any close friends during your tour of duty? How did it affect you?

Yes, Stanley Moore. He was a Methodist minister's son who radiated his love for
God and the Lord Jesus Christ.

. Can you tell me what it was like to build a Bailey bridge, etc.

You needed a lot of good strong young men.

Did you carry any personal item(s) throughout your tour such as amulets, icons,
rosaries, photos, letters, lighters, etc.?

| carried all the letters my two very young sisters wrote to me while overseas. |
brought them home and just gave them back to them a few years ago. Very
precious souvenirs.



£ B Did you bring home any souvenirs (besides scars)?

Yes, | gathered a lot of postcards. | looted a Rosenthal pre-war vase, which is
beautiful. | also brought home my mess cup that | had engraved on for years.

12.  Did you get to meet anyone famous such as generals, mayors of towns, journalists,
photographers, etc.?

The only famous person | saw at close range was Gen. George Patton—uwith his
two pistols on, walking on the hurricane deck on the ship we went overseas on.
This was between October 19, 1942 and November 8, 1942,

We saw Martha Ray in Africa; Joe Brown in Haly and also on the Anzio
Beachhead—Gen. Mark Clark.

TRAINING AND DEPARTURE
1. Were you drafted or did you join on your own accord?
| joined on my own accord.
2. Where did you receive training?

In Tullahoma, Tennessee — three months infantry training then three months
amphibious training in Camp Edwards, Massachusetts.

3. What was your specialty as an engineer? What special training did you receive?
Made landings in an assault boat on the beaches around the Cape Cod area. At
5:00 AM and dark, we didn't know how deep the water was when the ramp
dropped and we would run off the assault boat.

4. Do you have any special memories of your training experience?

Yes, cold and very wet with all your gear on—rifle and all.

5. When did you leave for Europe and do you remember the name of the ship you sailed
on?

We left the States (Newport News, VA) on October 19, 1942, on the S.5.
Harraison.

6. When did you arrive and where?

Arrived November 8, 1942, Safi, North Africa, south of Casa Blanca. This is in
French Morocco.



NORTH AFRICA

¥ Did you take part in Operation Torch, the Invasion of North Africa? If so, what are your
specific memories of landing on shore? What kind of resistance did you encounter, etc.?
Were you sick-sea when you first landed?

Yes, | was really seasick, vomiting over the side of the assault boat and the Vichy
French started to shell us on our way into the beach. A shell hit between our
boat and the one on our left also heading for the beach.

I must back up and tell about our experience in trying to get in the assault boats
off the mother ship. We had to climb down the rope ladder nets that hung down
over the side of the mother ship. It was very difficult to drop into the assault boat
because of the high tide surf. Some men missed the boat and fell into the water.

As | started over the side to go down the rope net into the assault boat, our 1*
Sgt. Arnold Listrani said to me, Vander Wall, you carry the American flag in for
our Company. That's all | needed was an extra 6" or 8 pole to carry down the
net into the assault boat.

When we finally hit the sandy beach and we all ran off the assault boat, the Vichy
French opened up out of a pill box with a machine gun to the men on the beach.
We saw the bullets hitting the sand right in front of us. An infantryman on my left
was hit. | realized then that they were firing at us because of the American flag.
I stuck it in the ground and we remained pinned down on the beach until they
brought in a light tank that destroyed the pill box.

2. If you were in North Africa, what things stick in your head? The weather, the food,
traveling, the people?

The weather and the people. They bombed us the second morning at daybreak
with an old C-47 (if my memory is serving me right) by shoving the bombs out of
the cargo doors. We were all sleeping at the time.

3. What were your functions as an engineer while in North Africa? Repairing roads,
working on the railroad, setting up prisoner of war camps, water supply, etc.

Qur functions right after the invasion was unloading liberty ships with supplies—
bombs, gas, ammo and food. Safi had good dock facilities with a couple of
cranes that operated well to unload the ships.

- 4. Do you remember what other units that served with you in North Africa?

No, we landed with the 9" Division and that's the last time | remember seeing
them.

5. What were your biggest problems you encountered while there?

| really can't remember. The Arabs were good at stealing. Remember, most of
us had never even seen or met an Arab before—ever.
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Do you have any pleasant memories/anecdotes from there?

I wish | had kept a journal of our seven months or so going across North Africa
from Safi to Bizerte and Teunis. We stopped for a few days in Robot where we
bivouacked in a Cork Forrest. Then we stayed outside of Oran and this is where
we first withessed a German air raid in broad daylight.

When we arrived at Teunis, it was unbearably hot but we were able to get a
shower for a change.

SICILY

If you were involved in the invasion of Sicily, how and where did you train for this
assault? What did you think of the new DUKWS?

| don’t remember if we trained for Sicily. The “Dukw’s” were a new novelty for the
invasion and we had one for each platoon. They served us well in getting on
land with men and supplies. | might add that this is the first time we also saw the
L.S.T. which we took over from Africa to Sicily. Yes, if memory serves me right, |
left a trail of my breakfast, dinner and suppers all the way to Sicily which was two
or three days in a storm.

If you took part in the Invasion of North Africa, how did this compare?

To compare the two invasions, an invasion is an invasion—different country—
people—and culture.

Did you land at Licata or Gela and what was this experience like? What kind of
resistance did you encounter?

Yes, at Licata. | don't remember any resistance on the beach put by midday we
were trying to get one or two L.S.T. inside the harbor. I'm standing on a seawall
fairly close to the Lighthouse and coming right at us is a Messerschmitt plane—
tree top high—not a shot being fired at him yet. He is below radar. | was
horrified because if he would have pressed his machine gun button, I'm gone! |
could have shot at him with my M-1 but | dove into a shell crater and said the first
prayer | ever prayed in my life. "God, don't let me die.” | didn't even have the
courtesy to say please. The pilot dropped a torpedo bomb to hit the L.S.T. but he
dropped it just seconds too quick and it hit the breakwater and then all hell broke
loose. I'm in the shell hole that he flew over and banked to the right and | saw all
the anti-aircraft guns shoot him down. They made hamburger out of him. This
episode from start to finish was over within about two minutes.

What were your immediate duties upon landing and after?

Our immediate duties were always to establish the beachhead. It was our
responsibility to get trucks, tanks, ammo, gas, and supplies off the beach so that
another wave of mean, tanks, and etc. could land on the same beach. Four
beaches were used—red, yellow, green, and blue.
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Tell me about your journey northward to Palermo and the coast. What sticks out in your
memories? The weather, the troops you served with, the obstacles you encountered?
enemy resistance?
The weather was hot. The enemy resistance was mostly ltalians and they
realized their goose was cooked. They all surrendered before the Sicilian
Campaign was over.
Were you directly involved in the building, destruction or repairs of any bridges?
Mot in Sicily.
Were you involved in road repairs? Did you encounter any mines?
No.
What units did you serve with in Sicily?
The 3" Division.
How did the terrain differ from North Africa? How did the weather differ?
Sicily is more mountainous. The weather was hotter in North Africa.

Were you used as infantry during this campaign? If so, please elaborate.

Mo, we were not needed. The whole campaign was only about five or six weeks
at the most.

How, if any, did the Italian Army differ from the German Army?

Gutless. They're lovers, not fighters!



NAPLES/FOGGIA
Were you involved in the landing of Naples/Foggia?
Yes.
Where and how long did you train for this mission?
Can't recall any training.
If you were, how did this differ from your previous landings and training?
About the same as Sicily.

The port of Naples had undergone terrible destruction. How did things initially appear to
you'?

Either by our bombing or scuttling of ships in the harbor, it was a mess. There
were one or two ltalian submarines generating power to parts of the City of
Maples. | saw them.

What was enemy resistance like upon landing and later in the campaign?

Enemy resistance was strong at the beaches of Salerno. The Germans
expected the invasion at Salerno and they guessed right.

What was the role of the 540" and what were your specific duties during this period?
Again, we were assigned the job at the beach to get the supplies off the beach.
If I remember correctly, it was a night and day job—24 hours a day. The dust
from the beach to the roads to Naples was so deep that we pushed the dust off
with bulldozers.

What is most memorable about this campaign?

| was a Squad Sgt. and many of us cut all of our hair off. Why, | don't know. |
have pictures of this episode.

Because of the rampant destruction of Naples, the city was without adequate water
supply. Did the 540™ play any part in reestablishing this?

| don't know anything about the water supply. We worked at the docks, clearing
the port to get troops and supplies into the docks instead of the beaches.

Were supply lines difficult to establish and maintain?

| don't know.



