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4th Armored Division 1958-1960

Memories of a Veteran


I was a draftee (US 51 425 798) from Cliffside Park, New Jersey. Of my two-year commitment (9/58 - 9/60), I spent the first six months training in Fort Dix, New Jersey, Fort Knox, Kentucky and Aberdeen Proving Ground, Maryland. In April 1959, I arrived at Headquarters & Company "A", 126th Ordnance Battalion, 4th Armored Division, Cooke Barracks, in Göppingen, West Germany, where I spent the remainder of my military duty as a Major Items Supply Clerk (MOS 763.16). I was discharged at Fort Hamilton, Brooklyn, New York, in September 1960.
 

The Support Units 
 


As a Major Items Supply clerk I kept track of the division's inventory of tanks, personnel carriers and all wheeled vehicles on 3"x4" index cards - No computers then. The job required visits to our support units to update records, issue new equipment and take back the old. The old equipment in those days went to Greece, a NATO ally. It was interesting work as it involved trips through the beautiful Bavarian

countryside, by Jeep to 
 

        Ferris Barracks, Erlangen
        Pinder Barracks, Zirndorf
        McKee Barracks, Crailsheim
        Bismarck Kaserne, Schwäbisch Gmuend
        Nelson Barracks, Neu Ulm
        O'Brien Barracks, Schwabach
        US Army Training Base, Grafenwöhr
 


The 100-mile trip from Göppingen to Schwabach, via Schwäbisch Gmuend - Ellwangen - Dinkelsbühl - Bechhofen - Windsbach was always special because it enabled me to stop over for a visit with my mother and sister who lived at Limbacher Str. 18 in Schwabach. Mostly for a short visit with coffee and cake, but sometimes long enough to taste mother's home cooked dinners of Schweinebraten and potato dumplings. Native food for me, as I was born in Schwabach in 1932 and emigrated from Schwabach to the US in 1957.
 

3-day Quarantine after Arrival In Germany
 


New arrivals from the US had to undergo three days of indoctrination about German culture. We were considered unfit to deal with the civilians outside the gate and were quarantined during the first three days. I remember when Lt. Rohrabaugh entered the class room and inquired whether anyone can drive a heavy-duty tractor with a flatbed trailer to pick up an M48 tank at the ordnance depot in Hanau, some 120 miles North of Göppingen. I raised my hand and informed him that I not only know the way to Hanau, but that I also have the German drivers license for heavy duty trucks. He said: "Come with me." We marched to the parking lot and entered the cab of a 5-ton tractor. "O.K., Private, start the truck and drive me around the parade ground." Within 5 minutes Lt. Rohrabaugh signed the military drivers license while still in the cab and ordered me to report to Sgt. Bauch the next morning. Never again was I issued a drivers license so quickly and easily.
 

The Trip to Hanau and the start of a life-long friendship
 


Spec 5 Gerald Bauch was a career soldier, a decent, hard working man who grew up on a farm near Bismarck, North Dakota. He found life in the Army infinitely better than working on the family's small farm. He was married to a German girl, Renate, from Hamburg. They already had a baby boy, Mike. Later Mike joined the Army as a volunteer, like his father, and retired as a captain. I liked Gerald Bauch as soon as I met him, and the feeling was mutual. He was stationed in Germany already for several years and was an old hand around headquarters of the 126th Ordnance Battalion. Driving on the Autobahn I said to him: "Sarge, this is my second day back in Germany and I have not tasted real German food since I left Germany 1 1/2 years ago. Do you mind if I take that rig off the Autobahn and find a "Ma and Pa" restaurant in a small farm town where we can eat real home cooked Schweinebraten and Potato dumplings? "Great idea", he said. "Take the next exit and I show you the way to a place where we can find what you are looking for". Parking the big rig with the flatbed trailer near the small farm restaurant caused some excitement with the owners and their guests, but we really had a good lunch and excellent service. On the trip back with a 55-ton M48 on the flatbed, Spec 5 Bauch told me that he would arrange to have me assigned to his major items supply section as his assistant. I could not have asked for a better boss, and was happy to have found a permanent assignment, a "home". Not only were we together during the remainder of my time in Göppingen, but also we stayed in contact after I returned to civilian life. I was President & CEO of a large Honda dealership in San Francisco. When Gerald Bauch retired from the Army he became the best Parts and Accessories Manager I ever employed. He received many awards from the factory for organizational excellence and customer service. Gerald Bauch died in 1992 from complications of diabetes. His wife, Renate, passed away a few years later. They are both buried at the Presidio Veterans' Cemetery in San Francisco. 
 

Taking Delivery of one Soldier from the Russians
 


Friday, August 5, 1960 was a pleasant summer day. I was working at my desk when Spec 5 Bauch came out of Major Seawell's office and asked: "Do you know where Waldmünchen is"?  I said, "Never heard of it". The village was so small it was not even on the map on the office wall, but I found it on a road map that I kept in the glove box of my personal car. Waldmuenchen is right on the West German-Czechoslovak border, 50 miles South-East of the US Grafenwoehr Military Reservation and 50 miles North-East of Regensburg. "Gas up the Jeep, report to Major Seawell at 15:00 hrs and drive him and Lt. Mansfield to Waldmuenchen". The mission was to retrieve one US soldier from the Russians. When we arrived at the border crossing we had no trouble finding the Czechoslovak and Russian contacts, as everybody seemed to be aware of our visit and told us where to go. They were trained in scanning the enemy side of the border with their powerful binoculars and must have seen us coming miles away. The formalities involved the signing of receipts for the prisoner, including documents in Russian. We joked later, that for all he knew, Lt. Mansfield might have signed a peace treaty with the Russians that would end the cold war. The prisoner was disheveled, looked unhappy and did not say much on the trip back to Goeppingen. He had, of course, no reason to celebrate his "freedom". With two years in a Russian Army prison he was considered AWOL, facing another court martial and maybe an additional two years in the brig. It was my first exposure to the communists "behind the iron curtain". I found them to be unfriendly, unsmiling, mechanical, bureaucratic and stiff. Altogether an unsympathetic bunch.
 

German-American Day - Open House at Cooke Barracks
 


Easter Monday, April 18, 1960, was declared German-American Day. Cook Barracks opened its gates to the German civilian population. It attracted more than 15,000 spectators and representatives of the press, radio and television media. The post had a small airfield that was used by the German air force during the war. On public view were tanks, tank recovery vehicles, armored personnel carriers, self-propelled howitzers, plus all the wheeled vehicles, from Jeeps, 3/4 tons, deuce and a halfs to tank transporters, in an impressive display of American military power. The main attraction was the demonstration of a battlefield repair of a tank. An M48 tank drives up. A team of mechanics then gets busy loosening the nuts, bolts, and hydraulic connections, cooling fluid and electrical connections of the engine. A helicopter appears and lifts the 6-ton engine out of the tank and lowers a replacement engine into the tank. The mechanics then connect the new engine and the M48 drives away. The whole engine replacement, as I remember, was accomplished in less than an hour. Each step of the repair procedure was broadcast over powerful loudspeakers to the crowd of spectators. I remember it well as I was the one who explained the repair procedure in German from the loudspeaker platform, trying to drown out the noise of the helicopter. It was an impressive demonstration of the efficiency and skills of our repair crews. Three month later we received the first new M60 tank that was to replace the M48 as the main battle tank. It weighed 60 tons, had a 105 mm gun, and a 750 HP V12 diesel engine. A much more powerful and versatile tank compared to the aging 50-ton M48, with its 90 mm gun and a 690 HP gasoline engine.
 

The Flight back to the U.S.
 


We left Göppingen on September 22, 1960 for the flight back to the US and discharge. A week earlier we read in the papers that there was a terrible accident at the Grafenwöhr training base. A howitzer from a field artillery unit fired an 8-inch projectile with an improper charge. This round landed outside of the designated impact area on the ground where soldiers of the 3rd Armored Division bivouacked. The impact of the round killed 16 soldiers and wounded a further 26. While waiting for our flight in the departure lounge at the Rhein-Main Airbase in Frankfurt, a plane full of civilians, the majority of them women, arrived and passed through our lounge. They were quiet and looked serious. Word quickly went around that these were the relatives of the soldiers killed and wounded in Grafenwöhr. A stark reminder that there are casualties even in peacetime.
 

A Return Visit to Cooke Barracks in 2000, 40 years later
 


In the summer of 2000, 40 years after I left Cooke Barracks, I tried to revisit the post for nostalgic reasons. The guardhouse at the main entrance was still there, but no American soldiers were anywhere in sight. A man in civilian cloth, who spoke German with an Eastern European accent, stopped me at the gate. I told him that I was stationed here 40 years ago and that I just wanted to walk to the nearest building up the hill. He told me that asylum seekers and refugees from Eastern Europe now occupy the buildings and that I am not allowed to enter. "Can't I just walk there and look around?" I said. He replied: "No you cannot". "Why you think I am guard here?" "I am here to keep people like you out". I got another taste of the unfriendliness of former communists and drove away. I realized then how much the world has changed. Since 1945 hundreds of thousands of American soldiers and billions of dollars of military equipment passed through this post with the sole purpose to keep the Soviets from invading Germany. How ironic that citizens of the former Soviet block now live in these facilities and forbid me to enter. There is more. During 2005 about 500 Russian and American troops launched joint military exercises for the first time at the US Army Training Base in Grafenwöhr in Bavaria, Southern Germany. The joint operation was dubbed "Torgau 2005", named after the city in the eastern part of Germany where the two armies joined up on April 25, 1945, a few days before toppling the Nazi regime. Similar joined drills are planned at Russia's Solnechhogorsk training area and at the Russian Army Combined Arms Academy in Moscow.
45 Years later, names and faces I remember still
 

Lt. Col. George R. Sperling, Battalion Commander
Major Seawell
Major Victor Kemp
Capt. Miller
Capt. Eugene Skaggs
1st Lt. Rohrabaugh
1st Lt. Don W. Schilke
1st Lt. Mansfield
Master Sgt. Hutton
Master Sgt. Duffy
Spec 5 Gerald Bauch
Spec 4 Edwin J. Cole
Spec 4 Andrew R. Gasper
Spec 4 Theodore W. Gast
Spec 4 Joseph H.Herbst
Spec 4 Stephen Oliveri
Spec 4 John G. Ricco
Spec 4 David J. Decker
Spec 4 Douglas S. Silverstone
 

Photographs
 

Attached are 7 photographs of that period. I would appreciate hearing from anyone who served with me.
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Sonoma, January 23, 2005

Walter Mossner is a retired automobile industry executive and lives with his wife of 47 years, Krijns, in Sonoma, California. They have a son and a daughter and 4 grandchildren who also live in the San Francisco area. During the past 8 years he has volunteered to manage business development projects sponsored by the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) in Russia, Ukraine, Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Romania, Rwanda and Zambia.
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