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555 ENGINEER GROUP  
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 AIR OPERATIONS OFFICER  
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FORT BELVOIR VIRGINIA  
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7 INFANTRY DIVISION  
SOUTH KOREA 
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NOV 58-MAY 62  
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US ARMY ADVISOR GROUP 
FIFTH US ARMY 
BISMARCK NORTH DAKOTA  
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JUL 62-JUN 65 
GENERAL STAFF 
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LT COL ELMER E SHANER 
US ARMY  1942-1965 

 
1942: Enlisted in the Regular Army 

My 1939 high school graduating class consisted of 29 pupils; 19 were boys and 10 were 
girls. 6 of my classmates and I agreed to enlist in the Army and try to stay together. We 
were not familiar with Army policy and this did not happen. We were all from Conesville, 
Ohio, a small town of 900 people. We enlisted on 11 March 1942 at Fort Hayes, Columbus, 
Ohio, the capital of the state. After being sworn in, we were sent to Fort Benjamin 
Harrison, Indianapolis, Indiana. We were given an aptitude test. As a result of these 
examinations locations were selected for basic training. Some went to the Infantry, Signal, 
Artillery and some went to the Engineers. My experience and knowledge of tools and 
equipment while working on construction at Ravenna Ohio Ordinance Depot qualified me 
to go to the Engineer Training Center, Fort Leonard Wood, Missouri. From Fort Benjamin 
Harrison I was sent to Jefferson Barracks, St. Louis, Missouri, to join a group of inductees 
who were going to Fort Leonard Wood. When we arrived, we thought there would be 
trucks to take us to the barracks. Training started as soon as we departed the train, 
someone yelled: “form two columns and follow me.” We walked about two miles carrying 
our bags. We arrived at Company B, 31st Engineer Battalion. The building was a two-story 
barracks with unmade beds. There was a private room on the first floor for the Platoon 
Sergeant and beds for the new troops. The second floor had a private room for the 
Assistant to the Platoon Sergeant. 

Fort Leonard Wood is in the heart of the Ozarks Mountains, about 40 miles from Rolla, 
Missouri, and 140 miles from St. Louis, Missouri. It was a 
newly built Army post, with buildings providing housing, 
recreation and training facilities for upwards of 37,000 
men. The primary reason for our training was to become 
combat engineers. The training consisted of learning 
how to use tools, construct fixed and floating bridges, 
build roads and obstacles, execute demolitions and how 
to defend ourselves from enemy attack. The Engineer 
Replacement Training Center (ERIC) was commanded by 
Brigadier General U.S. Grant III. He was responsible for 
the training and welfare of the 10,000 soldiers in the 
Training Center. The principal subdivisions of the ERIC 
were the 6th and 7th Engineers Groups. The 6th Group 1942 Cpl Shaner Ft Leonard Wood MO 
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consisted of seven training battalions of about 1,000 men each known as the 33rd, 34th 
and 35th Engineer Training Battalions. The training battalions were divided into 4 training 
companies of 250 men, lettered A, B, C, D. Each company was divided into 4 platoons. 

I finished my Basic Training and was retained as a basic instructor (MOS 506) and 
promoted to Corporal. I was lucky and assigned the room on the second floor of the 
barracks, with my 20 field manuals (FMS) and a desk. I was responsible for the discipline 
and training of those men. As a corporal I had a lot of authority. The troops were 
disciplined, and I never had to take them on a nighttime march with rifle and full pack. 

The platoon sergeant (Staff Sgt Walsh) and the demolition specialist (Sgt Murphy) and I 
were a good team. We felt comfortable about the training given to the recruits. They 
could take care of themselves and act as a team member. Bayonet training was the most 
dangerous. Floating Bridge training was scary with frequent sighting of water moccasins 
on the Piney river. The Fort Leonard Wood was perfect for forced marches with full pack 
and rifle. Everyone enjoyed map reading and camouflage. After training was completed, 
the troops were transferred to replacement 
depots for assignments. 

I remember as an enlisted man we all were 
anxiously waiting for weekend passes to take the 
train to St. Louis. There was an Army tent city at 
Grand Avenue and Forest Park Boulevard in St. 
Louis. We were required to sign in and show our 
pass when we arrived and sign out when we 
departed. You were not obligated to sleep there. My platoon sergeant's family lived in St. 
Louis and he stayed with them. My mother had moved from Ohio to St. Louis and I stayed 
with her. It was a diversion from the frantic training week. The first time I went to St. Louis 
I rode all the streetcars from one end to the other to orient myself with the city. 

I felt rewarded when my platoon sergeant, company commander (Capt. Victor Baccus) 
and my battalion commander (Major F. Rypple) told me I was recommended to attend 
Officer Candidate School at Ft. Belvoir, Virginia. I was transferred to the 4th platoon, Co D, 
26th battalion to attend the officer candidate screening and training program. The 
program lasted two weeks and included subjects to be taught at the Engineer School. It 
included quick decision making and harassment. I completed this phase and was ordered 
to Fort Belvoir. I departed Ft. Leonard Wood on 27 December 1942. I had three days in 
St. Louis with my mother and took the Pennsylvania train to Washington, D.C. and a taxi 
to Ft. Belvoir, Virginia. I signed the register and was taken to cadets’ quarters and told to 
wait for instructions. 

1942 Forest Park Pass 
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1943: THE ENGINEER SCHOOL OFFICER CANDIDATE FORT BELVOIR, VIRGINIA 

I arrived at the Engineer School, Fort Belvoir, Virginia, on 4 January 1943. They gave me 
quarters at the Cadet Center and told me to wait for 
instructions. I was given a separate room with 
comfortable furniture and desk. I was then given a copy 
of regulations and issued study guides and a compass for 
map reading problems. In class you were graded on oral 
responses given, one way to make sure you study the 
lessons. The course started on 7 January 1943 and 
included 40 different subjects for a total of 555 hours of 
instruction. My rank was corporal, and I was assigned to 
Company T, 3rd Engineer School Regiment, Fort Belvoir, 
Virginia. 

The Officer School started on 7 January 1943. I 
completed the course on 31 March 1943 and was 

honorably discharged as an enlisted man for the convenience of the government and 
sworn as a Second Lieutenant (MOS 1331) in the Army of the 
United States (AUS). It was compulsory that I remain in the Army 
the duration of the war plus six months. The government gave 
me an allowance for uniforms and insignia. My class of 30 
Second Lieutenants was shipped to Shenango Replacement 
Depot. We checked orders and we were scattered like the wind. 
I was given a 30-day delay en route before reporting to the 
Officer Replacement Depot at Fort Jackson, South Carolina. I 
spent my time in St. Louis, Missouri, visiting my mother. 

REPLACEMENT DEPOT FORT JACKSON SOUTH CAROLINA 

The Shenango Replacement Depot in Pennsylvania processed 
me and ordered me to report to Fort Jackson, South Carolina, for assignment to a theater 
of operation. I reported in and was given orientation and training for duty on the Aleutian 
Islands. The 7th Infantry Division and the 13th Engineer Combat Battalion invaded Attu in 
the Aleutian Islands in April 1943. The battalion landed at Kwajalein atoll. When they 
landed at Kwajalein Island the 13th Engineer Battalion was called on to blow out concrete 
pill boxes, bomb shelters and gun emplacements in front of the advancing Infantry. The 
island was cleared of the enemy in six days. 

My orders were changed, and I was directed to report to Hampton Road Staging Area, 
Norfolk, Virginia, for overseas assignment -- destination unknown.  

1943 Engineer School Ft Belvoir VA 
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(NOTE: When I was assigned to the 7th Infantry Division in South Korea during the period 
6 May 1957 - 10 October 1958 I was the Executive Officer and Battalion Commander of 
the 13th Engineer Combat Battalion.) 

1943: 384 ENGINEER BATTALION (SP) 
CASABLANCA NORTH AFRICA (MOROCCO) OPERATION TORCH 

I reported to Hampton Road, Norfolk, Virginia as directed. I was given my new orders 
and with others taken to the port of debarkation. To our surprise, the ship was a 
commercial civilian liner. It was the USS America, the sistership to commercial liner the 
USS United States. The USS America had been reconfigured to carry military troops. It 
had been renamed the West Point. There were six officers in each stateroom. The food 
was great, and I had plenty of ice cream! I was beginning to enjoy the war! The West 
Point was faster than the normal military transport ships. It traveled fast and didn't do 
as much zigzagging to avoid enemy submarines. When we were in sight of land, the 
captain announced we are arriving at Casablanca, North Africa, Morocco. 

I arrived in Casablanca, Morocco, North Africa on 6 June 1943. Casablanca was the largest seaport in 
Morocco on the Atlantic coast. The city was built on the site on an ancient town of the same name. It was 
founded by the 
Portuguese in 1465. It 
was occupied by the 
French in August 1903. 
A number of French 
and Spanish 
workmen were 
killed while building 
the harbor facilities. 
I was impressed by 
the city. All the 
buildings were 
painted white. The 
beaches were 
white sand and 
very clean and the 
architecture was 
beautiful. The 
beaches had been 
de-mined by other engineers, so the military were allowed to go swimming. I have not 
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seen another cinema as the one in Casablanca. The viewers were permitted to smoke 
and at the end of the show there was a dome in the roof that opened and let the smoke 
escape. It was very usual to see a man riding on a donkey and his wife walking behind 
with a pot of her head, switching the donkey to move. The North African casbah (castle 
or fortress) was off limits of military personnel. There was an airbase here and the 
Airforce operated an officer club in one of the larger hotels which housed pilots. 

I reported to the Officer Replacement Depot for an assignment to a unit. I had heard 
about Operation Torch and thought I was going to be assigned to General Patton's unit. 
There were no engineer unit vacancies available; the depot temporarily attached me 
to the 384 Engineer Battalion (SP). The 384 Engineer Battalion was a general service 
battalion. The mission of the battalion was to build and repair roads, temporary 
hospitals, airfields, bridges, harbor facilities, operate rock quarries and logistical 
depots. The soldiers were all professionals in their occupations. They reminded me of 
the Seabees in the Navy. I trained with the battalion and became accustomed to actions 
and procedures in the theater of operation. My first mission was to build a stockade 
for 100 captured Italian prisoners. The prisoners were captured by General Patton's 
army. 

Incoming ships brought large wood crates with all types of equipment and supplies. 
When the crates were broken down the boards would be trucked to the compound. 
The prisoners would pull nails, sort and stack the lumber. The base commander would 
tell the battalion where to deliver the lumber. The prisoners were happy to be out of 
the war zone. They lived in the compound in tents with wooden cots they had built for 
beds. Good facilities and hot meals. The only weapon they had was a claw hammer, 
but no one tried to use one on me. In the compound I was always unarmed. We had 
good security guards in towers. I became friendly with some of the prisoners. I had one 
Italian officer in the compound, who was in charge of prisoner discipline. I was in 
charge of the prisoners until 1 December 1943. 

The battalion notified me to report to the Replacement Depot. The base engineer was 
sending me to the Mediterranean Base Section Engineer Training Center, I was assigned 
to the 385 Engineer General Service Battalion in Oran, Morocco, North Africa. It was 
compulsory for an engineer officer to complete training in mine warfare and demolitions 
before arriving at this unit. I completed the two-week course and received my instructor 
certificate on the 16 December 1943, course No 8. The only dangerous thing about this 
course that they shot live ammunition over your head when you were probing for land 
mines. Dummy booby traps were under some mines just to remind you the enemy does 
use them. Probing was dangerous, mine sweeping with detectors was easy and safer. 
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The 384 Engineer Battalion remained in Casablanca and continued to support the 
Mediterranean base engineer. One of the primary missions was to support General 
Patton for the invasion of Sicily and General Clark for the invasion of Italy. 

1943: 385 Engineer Battalion (SP) 

I transferred my stockade responsibilities to another officer, cleared all papers with the 
base engineer, and was cleared and relieved to depart to Oran for reassignment. I remain 
in Casablanca for Christmas and New Year. 

Transportation from Casablanca to Oran was by slow, narrow gauge track train. The group 
of officers rode in a box car called “Forty and Eight”. That meant it could hold 40 people 
or 8 horses. The route was through the Atlas mountains. It was cold and the only heat we 
had was a charcoal stove. I arrived in Oran on 5 January 1944. During the processing and 
orientation before reporting to the 385 Engineer Battalion I had time to discover Oran. 

Oran was in Algeria. It was the capital of the department of the same name and on a bay 
on the Mediterranean Sea. It rises in the form of an amphitheater on the side of Mount 
Murdjado. It is a modern French town. It was strongly fortified by works of construction. 
Among the buildings there were the Grand Mosque, Cathedral, Castle, Casbah, and a 
military hospital. There were two harbors, an old one of 10 acres and a new one of 60 
acres. Principal articles of export were esparto grass, cereals, wine, olives, tobacco, hides 
and cattle. 

When I was there, the population was 200,000 of whom 3/4 were Europeans. The town 
was built by the Moors. It was occupied by the Spaniards in 1509, by the Turks in 1708, 
destroyed by an earthquake in 1796 and shortly after abandoned by the Spanish. In 1831 
it became a possession of France. The French rebuilt Oran and it became a very 
prosperous city. 

Oran is like a belt along the Mediterranean, bounded on the east by the province of 
Algiers, south by the Sahara desert and west by Morocco. During the war it was a port for 
the French navy. 

On 10 January 1944 I reported to the Battalion Commander LTC L.E. Funchess. I never saw 
him again during my assignment with the 385 Engineer Battalion. I was assigned to 
company B and remained during the war. The mission of the battalion was to build and 
repair roads, build temporary hospitals, airfields, bridges, harbor facilities, operate rock 
quarries, housing for troops and the most important was quarter master and ordnance 
supply depots work projects in Oran and vicinity. 

My first assignment was to erect nissen huts in the personnel replacement depot. As the 
war advanced the different depots moved forward. We erected the huts for 
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administration and housing of replacements. After erecting the first one slowly, others 
were erected without complications. My men were all professionals and I had to depend 
on them as I was not too familiar with their names. The old command "sergeant build the 
hut" was given. The depot area was in Canistel, a city on the Mediterranean Sea. It was 
on top of a high plateau overlooking the sea. There was a path going down to the sea and 
this was used for advanced training. The only problem was the high winds from the sea. 

After erecting the huts my next assignment was to build quonset huts. They are a 
prefabricated shelter set on a concrete foundation of bolted steel trusses and built of 
semicircular arching roof of corrugated metal insulated with wood fibers. I was familiar 
with concrete foundations from working at the Ravenna Ordnance Depot in Ohio. There 
were several of these huts built and I had an army courier one-cylinder motorcycle to go 
check on my project from the company headquarters. The quonset huts were connected 
and turned into a hospital for wounded military personnel. My company was attached to 
General Depot number 1 and I was bivouacked in Ouleo Rhamouno where we handled 
the transshipment of supplies. The battalion was transferred to Bizerte, Tunisia. 

WORK PROJECTS IN BIZERTE, TUNISIA 

On July 18, the entire battalion reassembled in the Bizerte area. The trip was not pleasant. 
They moved by road convoy through hot, semi-arid, dusty country passing through badly 
bombed Bone, La Calle and Tabarka, to finally land on the northern shores of Gareat 
lchkeal. The initial bivouac area was midway between Mateur and Bizerte on a hot, flat 
plain. The unit moved to an olive grove north of Bizerte. 

Bizerte was a bombed-out shell of a city, deserted except for a few Arabs and naval forces 
of the French, British and American military personnel. The battalion began constructing 
radio stations, repairing buildings, rest camps, life rafts roads, depots after clearing mine 
fields. Now I understood why I took this hands-on training at the engineer training center 
at Casablanca, Morocco. 

While in Bizerte, we were subjected to several good German air raids in which bombs 
dropped in our area and flack damaged tents and injured personnel. Improvements were 
made in the camp. New pyramidal tents were secured, and double-decker bunks were 
constructed from lumber obtained at salvage yards. Movie screens were constructed 
outside so we could see movies and scramble in case of an air raid. Rations were good but 
we had a lot of corned beef and spam. The battalion band and chorus were popular to 
the different units in Bizerte. Several people were given purple hearts for wounds 
received during the German air raids. I was lucky, as my hole was deep enough to protect 
me from flying debris. 
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During the first two weeks of February 1944, the battalion moved three groups to Naples, 
Italy, to a new assignment under the Peninsular Base Section, Naples, Italy. The first and 
third groups to leave Bizerte rode sleek, French cruisers that bee-lined directly to Naples. 
The more unfortunate second group had a “cook’s tour”, on a liberty ship that passed 
close to Malta, Syracuse and stopped at Augusta, Sicily, to take two sick men ashore. The 
ship passed by the active Mount Etna, though straights of Messina and ducked in between 
the isle of Capri and smoking volcano Vesuvius into Naples harbor. I was part of the first 
group and enjoyed the trip. The battalion began operations immediately. 

ITALY 1943 

Italy surrendered on 8 September 1943. On 1 October 1943 the Americans entered 
Naples. They found that the port and everything within three hundred yards of it had 
been destroyed by the Nazis. The Germans, fighting a skilled defense, did not bother to 
defend the city but withdrew northward. Naples was the most important prize in 
southern Italy. The university and hospital had been damaged and looted. The banks were 
robbed, and the main post-office destroyed by demolitions. The Naples airfield runways 
and hangar were demolished. 

The 385 Engineer Battalion was given an order on 31 January 1944 to move from Bizerte, 
Tunisia, on or about 2 February 1944 to Naples, Italy and was assigned to the peninsular 
base section. The new bivouac area was located north of the city of Naples just outside of 
the suburb of Capodichino. The battalion started working immediately repairing the 
airfield runways and erecting a new portable hangar. Priority was given to reconstructing 
the port facilities. 

I had several good jobs, but the most interesting was operating the Cava Musa quarry. I 
had quarry training at the Engineer School. My platoon enjoyed this, as it was just like a 
civilian job. We hired Italians who had worked there before to do all the demolition work. 
We crushed rock for roads and concrete work. We crushed some rocks for powder, put 
the powder in sandbags and sent it to the front lines. 

The Battalion started constructing wooden barges in February 1944. They were 100-ton 
barges shipped broken down from Canada. As proficiency increased, the men launched a 
barge every 2 days. We did not know at the time, but the barges were for Operation 
Dragoon, the invasion of Southern France on 15 August 1944. 

The Battalion rehabilitated the Grinelli barracks, which had been bombed by the German 
aircraft and demolition by German troops. This was the main military building, habitable 
for 500 troops. Projects included plumbing, electrical work, weather proofing, reinforcing, 
demolitions, reconstruction and clearance of debris. Italian civilians were hired for the 
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bulk of the labor work and supervision was handled by the men of company B and C. 

There were a lot of interesting places near Naples to visit. Sorrento had beautiful beaches 
for swimming, Mount Vesuvius and Pompey. The most visited was the island of Capri. The 
officer's club was a former German officer's club, and it was outstanding. The club was on 
top of a hill overlooking the Mediterranean with a funicular to take you to the top. 

I met one of my high school buddies who enlisted in the Army with me. He was in a tank 
destroyer unit and was awarded a silver star for bravery. I also met another high school 
buddy who was wounded in the hospital at Naples. He was a second lieutenant in the 
infantry. He later married his nurse and now resides near Fort Leonard Wood, Missouri, 
on a farm. We talk on the phone just to keep in touch. 

The Battalion was given a priority mission for realignment of port facilities. We noticed 
many new-type ships entering the Naples Harbor. Whatever it was, the Germans got 
suspicious and started bombing the ships.  

CONTINENTAL BASE SECTION, DIJON FRANCE 

During the first two weeks of February 1944, the 385 Engineer Battalion moved in three 
groups from Bizerte, Tunisia to Naples, Italy. The battalion was assigned to the Peninsular 
Base Section (PBS) under control of the PBS Engineer. 

The battalion completed numerous projects during the period from February to August 
1944. D Company was constructing barges during this period. We did not know the 
purpose of the barges. In August we were alerted for Operation Dragoon, the invasion of 
Southern France. We were assigned to the US Seventh Army commanded by Lt Gen 
Alexander Patch. 

Ships began rendezvousing in the Naples area for the invasion of Southern France. It was 
no secret to the Germans that something was happening. Mount Vesuvius volcano was 
erupting and lighting the harbor area and Naples. The Army Chemical Company used 
smoke generators to camouflage the city of Naples and the ships in the harbor. The 
Germans dropped bombs, resulting in minor damage. 

The US Seventh Army commanded by General Patch rolled up the Rhone river on the right 
side. Patch's army captured Lyon, Besancon and met General Patton's Third Army at 
Epinal, France. As General Patch took Lyon, the 385 Engineer Battalion was directed to go 
to Dijon, France. We were assigned to the continental advance section under General 
Wilson and attached to the base engineer for operations. The Battalion was directed to 
establish an engineer depot and provide engineer supplies to the advancing divisions. 
Routine operations included roads, airport, restarting utilities and general services for the 
base section. The ordnance needed depot facilities for storage. In December 1944 the 
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Battalion was directed to construct and operate a rifle firing range to requalify riflemen 
for possible deployment to support the troops at the Battle of the Bulge, 16 Dec 44 - 16 
Jan 45. The Battalion remained in Dijon until 1 April 1945. 

While stationed in Dijon I met Odette Bier and her family. I met Odette under unbelievable 
circumstances. Odette was at her girlfriend’s house who was an interpreter for an 
American Colonel. The Colonel asked her friend to a dance at the Officers Club. He asked 
Odette if she wanted to go to the dance. Odette told him: “If all the officers are as tall as 
you, I can't dance with them”. He told her he knew a young officer who was the right 
height for her. I was invited at her girlfriend's house later on and met Odette. We went to 
the Officers Club and had a great time; we both loved to dance. We did this several times 
and she invited me to meet her family. We did have a little problem with the language, 
but her mother spoke a little English. Her father retired from the French army and was 
working as a civilian for the French army in the mobilization division. I dated Odette from 
October 1944 until my unit was ordered to Germany in April 1945.  
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We enjoyed each other's company and became serious. I knew she was the one for me! 
The Red Alert for Japan made it impossible to make any plans. I told her if I survived the 
Japanese invasion, I would return for her. We continued to correspond during the 
following months. 

DRIVE TO THE RHINE RIVER 

On 2 April 1945 the battalion was alerted without advance notice to move from Dijon to 
Luneville without delay. Luneville is adjacent to Nancy, France. Company B was 
bivouacked at Futsgonheim. On 29 April 1945 company B received movement orders to 
depart and move to Schwetzingen, Germany. En route to Schwetzingen, the company 
passed through Kaiserslautern and crossed the Rhine river at Mannheim. American 
bombers used incendiary bombs to burn the city, to destroy the resistance to the 
Americans crossing the Rhine river. Mannheim was nothing but ashes! Just across the 
Rhine was the city of Heidelberg. Heidelberg was declared an open city and was not 
bombed. Heidelberg became the US Supreme Headquarters. We are still there today. 

The mission of our company was to prepare a safe building for the Supreme Headquarters 
to occupy. Facilities were checked and electric and heating equipment made operative. I 
was given a vehicle to search abandoned factories for all types of material to rehabilitate 
buildings for troops and storage. We needed glass, nails, lumber and building materials. 
Our company troops lived in an abandoned museum, and the company officers lived in a 
German house next door that had been abandoned. I always told my troops to beware of 
booby traps. I checked the basement of the house we lived in and found a bottle of 
German wine. I picked it up not thinking about a booby trap and scared myself to death. 
It was common for Germans to use these devices. The German Forces in Italy surrendered 
on 29 April 1945 and the Nazi Government capitulated on 8 May 1945. 

385 ENGINEER BATTALION, HOMEWARD BOUND 

On 12 June 1945 the 385 Engineer Battalion received orders to move to Rouen, France 
and report to Commanding General Normandy Base Section. The Battalion reported to 
camp Lucky Strike staging area waiting to return home. 

RED ALERT: JAPAN 

I was in the Rouen staging area on 30 July 1945. The 385 Engineer Commander was 
ordered to provide one 1st Lieutenant to be transferred to Marseilles, France. I was the 
youngest and most junior officer and was chosen. I reported to Marseilles and was given 
shots and full combat gear. The oral orientation told me I was on my way to Japan for the 
invasion of Japan. We were en route and on V-J Day, 15 August 1945, the Captain 
announced we were going home.  
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On 1 September 1945 the 385 Engineer Battalion was inactivated, relieved of all military 
assignments. 
On 18 October 1945 the 385 Engineer Battalion reported to camp Herbert Tareyton, the 
final staging area. 
On 23 October 1945 the 385 Engineer Battalion boarded the India Victory B037 en route 
to Boston port of embarkation. Estimated time of arrival 29 October 1945. 
I never heard from the 385 Engineer Battalion again. 

During the period 30 July 1945 - 13 January 1946 I was a replacement officer processing 
for reassignment, recuperation leave and submitting papers to return to Europe Theater 
of Operations (ETO). 

I was in the Rouen Staging Area on 30 July 1945; the 385 Engineer Commander was 
ordered to provide one 1st Lieutenant to be transferred to Marseilles, France. I was the 
youngest and most junior officer and was chosen. I reported to Marseilles and was given 
shots and full combat gear. The oral orientation told me I was on my way to Japan for the 
invasion of Japan. We were en route and on V-J Day, 15 August 1945, the Captain 
announced we were going home. We debarked at Hampton Roads POE at Norfolk, 
Virginia, the POE I departed from to go to North Africa in 1943. 

FORT LEONARD WOOD REPLACEMENT CENTER 
I arrived at Hampton Roads, Norfolk, Virginia on 20 August 1945. I remained there until 1 
September 1945 waiting for assignment orders and 30 days recuperation leave en route 
to St. Louis, Missouri, to visit my mother. When I arrived, I reported to the commanding 
officer at Jefferson Barracks to give him a copy of orders to confirm my arrival. When my 
leave was over, I reported to the Commander at Jefferson Barracks to advise him I was 
reporting to the Commanding General at Fort Leonard Wood, Missouri. These actions 
were necessary for morning report entries. 

I reported to the Replacement Center and was assigned quarters. I was surprised to find 
German prisoners of war there. They were there from 1943 - 1946. We were fighting them 
in North Africa and were never told they were sent to the United States. They were part 
of General Field Marshal Rommel's Afrika Corps during Operation Torch. General Patton 
defeated him before Rommel returned to Germany. The German prisoners boarded an 
American transport ship in Morocco, North Africa and after 30 days of voyage landed in 
Norfolk, Virginia. On a daily basis, during the trip, they were followed and attacked by 
German submarines. They arrived at Fort Leonard, MO on June 1943 at midnight, after a 
two-day trip by train in well secured railcars. 

The Germans were amazed to see basic training given to new arriving troops. There were 
three adjoining prison camps with 1,000 prisoners in each camp. Prisoners were 
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assigned camp duties in groups of 30. 

I immediately started preparing my request to return to Europe. I submitted my request 
through channels to the Chief of Engineers in Washington, D.C. The commanding officer 
of the replacement center was very accommodating to help me prepare my request. 

My request for reassignment was approved to return to the European Theater of 
Operations. I was directed to report to the Commanding General of Fort Hamilton, NY. 
On 30 November 1945 I boarded the USS Richardson with destination Naples, Italy. We 
arrived in Naples on 14 December 1945. My new orders assigned me to the 88 Infantry 
Division, 351 Infantry Regiment. 

351 INFANTRY REGIMENT 88 INFANTRY DIVISION  

I arrived in Naples, Italy, on 14 December 1945. I received my new orders to report to the 
Commanding General of the 88 Infantry Division. After an orientation of the Division 
mission I received division orders to report to the 351 Infantry Regiment stationed in 
Tarvisio. I was surprised by the assignment since I was an engineer officer not infantry. I 
was assigned to a battalion as a Platoon Officer from 14 January - 17 April 1946. I was 
designated Company Commander of Company A on 18 April 1946. 

One month after I took command of the company, we were ordered to defend a section 
in the Julian Alps. Field Marshal Rommel had captured Trieste, a major port on the Adriatic 
and Yugoslavia was trying to take it. When I was inspecting the troops positions the terrain 
was rugged and I got a thorn in my left thumb. My thumb started to turn black and I had 
to go to the hospital. They took care of it, but told me if I had waited another day, I 
probably would have lost my thumb. 

While I was company commander, at the same time I was preparing my request to get 
married. I discovered I had a big problem, as I was a Protestant planning to marry a 
Catholic girl in her cathedral. I called the Division chaplain, and he gave me instructions. I 
was baptized by Father Nerve Treboal, chaplain of the Regiment, on the 5th of June 1946 
at the church of Saints Peter and Paul in Tarvisio, Italy. 

I made my first request to get married in May 1946. The Division responded I had to wait 
90 days to marry a foreign civilian. I requested a waiver, because I had known Odette and 
her family for about 2 years. The waiver was approved. The Division sent me the forms to 
be completed by Odette and myself. Odette had her forms completed in France and 
returned them to attach to the request I made for marriage. 

On 16 July 1946 I was reassigned to the 313 Engineer Combat Battalion. All the final 
papers for my marriage had not been completed while I was assigned to the 351 Infantry 
Regiment. 
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313 ENGINEER COMBAT BATTALION 88 INFANTRY DIVISION 

On 17 July 1946 I reported to the Battalion Commander, Lt Col Jerrold D. Snow. I knew 
him from the Engineer School at Fort Belvoir, Virginia. He was responsible for my transfer 
from the 351 Infantry Regiment. He assigned me as Company Commander of Company B. 
I was finally assigned to my MOS 1331, Combat Engineer. Our primary mission was 
building bridges, demolitions and mine fields, roads and river crossings and support the 
Division units. 

I became adjusted to my duties and began finishing my 
request to get married. On 10 August 1946 I had all the 
necessary documents and sent my request through channels 
to the 88 Division Commanding General. Major General 
Moore approved the request on 23 August 1946 and sent the 
theater permit to me. I notified Odette and she made the 
preparations for the wedding. 

On 14 October 1946 Division orders were published 
authorizing me twenty-one days leave to visit Dijon, France. 
I traveled by train via Italy and Switzerland to Paris, France. I 
met Odette at Place de la Concorde in Paris and we returned 
to Dijon to her home. We had been on the same train en 
route to Paris and did not know it! 

Preparations were made for the wedding. Two separate weddings were required. A civil 
wedding at the Hotel de Ville of Dijon on 21 October 1946. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Odette and Elmer Place de la Concorde, 
Paris 1946 
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The wedding, meals and wine served were outstanding. 

A church wedding took place on 22 October 1946 at  
Odette's St. Benigne Cathedral of Dijon. 

We spent our wedding night at the Chapeau Rouge Hotel. 
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We went to the Italian Consulate in Dijon to get permission for her to accompany me to 
Italy. Even though she was my wife, the consul would not approve it. So, we went to the 
Italian Consulate in Paris and he gave her a visa to enter Italy. We went by train to the 
313 Engineer Battalion in Cividale. We rented a small apartment. Odette ate meals at my 
officer mess hall. 

We spent our honeymoon in Trieste, Italy, on the Adriatic Sea. On weekends we would 
return to Trieste. Odette was the first wife to arrive in the Battalion and the wives of other 
officers began to arrive from the States. 

On 1 Dec 1946, Mediterranean Theater of Operations United States (MTOUSA) directed 
all military personnel married to foreigners were to leave the Theater. On 16 December 
1946 I was relieved from command of Company B 313 Engineers and Odette and I 
departed to a staging area to return to the United States on 20 December 1946 aboard 
an Army troop transport ship. We cruised down the Adriatic Sea to the Mediterranean 
Sea, through the straits of Gibraltar, to the Atlantic Ocean to New York City. We were on 
the ship for 18 days. We did not have a direct route for crossing as we had severe storms 
and frequently changed course. Many people on board were sick. The men and women 
had separate accommodations for sleeping. We could be together only during the day. 

We were on board ship during Christmas and New Year’s. We met another couple and we 
played bridge to pass the time. It was funny, as our friend's wife was Italian and spoke 
little English and my wife was French and spoke little English. When we arrived in New 
York City the four of us stayed at the same hotel. He was from California and we took the 
same train to St. Louis Missouri. I asked them to stay overnight in St. Louis to rest up 
before going on, and they agreed to stay. My mother asked him what he would like to 
eat, and he said a lemon pie. That was his favorite and the last one he had eaten was 
before entering the Army. My mother made him a lemon pie and he ate almost all of it! 
We stayed with my mother a few days and became acquainted with civilian life again. 

I requested an assignment in California, as Odette and I agreed that would be a nice place 
for our first assignment. I was told most engineer units were being deactivated but they 
would see what they could do. I was advised there was an Engineer Aviation Battalion at 
Riverside, California, with the Air Force at March Field. Orders were cut and I was assigned 
to the 817 Engineer Aviation Battalion. So, at the end of our visit we took a train to Los 
Angeles, CA and rented a car to drive to Riverside. We found a room in a private home and 
we shared the bathroom with other residents. This was temporary, until we could find 
something permanent. 
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817 ENGINEER AVIATION BATTALION, MARCH AIR FORCE BASE RIVERSIDE, CALIFORNIA 

The 817 Engineer Aviation Battalion was an Army Corps of Engineers Organization. The 
Battalion was assigned to the 12th US Air Force stationed at March Field Riverside 
California. The US Air Force was new and did not have its own engineer support. By 
direction of the Secretary of the Army, the Battalion was assigned to and under command 
of the Air Force. 

We arrived in Riverside, California and my first official duty was to report to the 817 
Engineer Battalion Commander LTC CM Parkin. LTC Parkin was a West Point graduate and 
greeted me with enthusiastic attitude. As a newcomer I felt welcomed. I reported in on 
19 January 1947. 

My first assignment was Platoon Commander. The organization structure was different 
from an Engineer Combat Battalion. We had a lot of heavy earth-moving equipment such 
as trucks, bulldozers, graders and a portable rock crusher. The primary mission of the 
battalion was to repair existing permanent runways and build temporary airfields. I was a 

Platoon Leader from 19 
January 1947 - 24 March 1947. 

During the period 24 March - 
25 June 1947 I was the 
Battalion Personnel Officer. I 
was always in a command 
position and this was new to 
me. I had as my assistant a 
warrant officer, Jack Wise, 
who was an expert in 
administration and showed 
me the ropes. The Battalion 
Adjutant was always absent, 
and I had to learn the duties of 
the Adjutant. 

On 26 June 1947 the Battalion departed for Greenland. Odette had been in the States for 
only 6 months and had not perfected her English. I preferred not to leave her alone while 
I was in Greenland, so It was agreed that she would stay with my mother in St. Louis, Mo. 

The Battalion's mission was to rehabilitate the buildings housing troops, weather stations 
and airports. The Battalion was stationed at BW-1 and airbase at the head of Sound. The 
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Battalion had three shifts working, as there was 24 hours of daylight. The military had an 
agreement with Denmark to maintain these facilities, as we used them during the war. 
While we were in Greenland, we were isolated and could not fraternize with the Eskimo 
population. All weather stations were operated by English speaking danish citizens. The 
Danish station operators had dogs that would chase the polar bears from the camp. 

My project was to rehabilitate the weather station at Cape Adalear. I had the Coast Guard 
ice cutter at my disposal for logistics. I had a team of 35 professional civilian and military 
individuals. RCA radio technicians realigned the radio towers and maintained the radio 
station. A team of generator technicians overhauled the generators. My military 
personnel established a new loading ramp up an incline of 60 feet to a new fuel depot. 
The Coast Guard cutter pumped the fuel to fill 50-gallon drums. There were 6 buildings in 
the compound. The buildings were quonset half-moon shaped steel buildings, well 
insulated on the inside. One building housed the operators and two buildings were 
operative weather stations. One station was operative while the second station was the 
back up in case of emergency. The generators were in one building, one larger building 
for fuel storage and one for storage of their snow equipment. We were directed to paint 
the buildings white.  

The Battalion's food and medicine were air dropped in the winter, and the buildings could 
not be identified. So, I recommended the top of the three-sided metal insulated buildings 
be painted bright fire-truck red. Higher headquarters agreed and sent me the paint. We 
were given 35 days to accomplish the mission. We finished in 25 and the Coast Guard 
cutter came to pick us up and return us to BW-1. The weather was getting bad and an 
early winter was predicted. The Battalion project was not completed but early departure 
was necessary. All the equipment was loaded, and we departed BW-1. The early winter 
was here, and the fiord was freezing. The captain of the ship called for assistance and the 
Coast Guard cutter helped us navigate through the fiord. Our tour in Greenland was from 
25 June - 6 November 1947. 

On 3 January 1948 the Battalion Commander appointed me the Battalion Adjutant. As 
part of my duty I had to read all incoming correspondence and messages. In April 1949 I 
read a message that the Corps of Engineers was accepting applications for pilot training. 
On 29 April I submitted my application to the Chief of Engineers in Washington D.C. My 
application was approved, and I reported to the USAF Liaison Pilot School, Connally AFB 
Waco Texas on 1 September 1949. Robert Elmer Shaner was born at March Air Force Base, 
Riverside, California, on 29 January 1949. 
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ENGINEER SCHOOL, FORT BELVOIR, VIRGINIA  

I completed class 50 A-L with the Air Force and was granted my aeronautical rating of 
liaison pilot on 16 February 1950 at Waco, Texas. The Army sent me to Fort Sill, OK to 
attend class ALAOC 4 for the Army Field Forces pilot course. This course was oriented 
around Artillery operations and short field takeoff and landings from designated isolated 

fields some with obstacles. 
Majority of training was 
adjusting artillery on targets. 

Having completed these two 
courses, I was assigned to Fort 
Belvoir, VA Aviator Section 
under control of the G-3 
Division. Our primary mission 
was two-fold:  support the 
Engineer School and provide 
aircraft for pilots assigned to 
the Pentagon in Washington 
D.C. We were three pilots, one 
major and two captains. (I was 
a 1st Lieutenant when I 

finished the Artillery class, and was promoted to Captain.) We had five different aircrafts 
which I had to transition to before being qualified to fly them.  

I was appointed Operations Officer and modified and updated procedures for flights and 
scheduling. The unit never had a historical report and had problems justifying the reason 
for equipment we needed. I prepared a quarterly historical report, and it was received 
with favor by our G-3 LTC Jerold Snow. Reports of inspections improved, and we moved 
forward; we even got a helicopter. 

I was sent back to the Air Force at San Marcus, TX to attend a helicopter training course. 
Having completed this course, I was obligated to return to Fort Sill, OK for Army Tactics 
Training. Our daughter Michelle Ruby was born at Fort Sill, OK, on the 8th of June 1950. 
I was stationed at Fort Belvoir from July 1950 until February 1952, when I was assigned to 
the 555 Engineer Combat Group in Karlsruhe, Germany. 
  
LYNCHBURG VIRGINIA 

On 23 September 1951 the Engineer School sent me to the Lynchburg Air Transport and 
Sales Corporation to train for my instrument rating to pilot aircraft in stormy weather 
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conditions. That training was at the Preston Glenn Airport, Lynchburg, Virginia. The 
training included flight training in a single engine Piper Pacer aircraft and 25 hours in a 
Link trainer. The Link trainer is a closed maneuverable box with aircraft navigation 
equipment to simulate flying in bad weather. The interior has controls to fly it like an 
airplane. You always have radio contact with the Link trainer instructor, who gave the 
commands for en route flights. I passed the course and was eligible to apply for my 
instrument rating. 

I had spent some time in Virginia with my parents, visiting the Confederate battlefields. 
During my free days I became interested in Confederate money. I put an ad in the 
Lynchburg Daily Advance newspaper and the reply was unbelievable. I visited several 
families and watched the children playing with “funny” money. I collected numerous bills 
of different denominations. The families were glad someone was interested. They told 
me stories their family told them and the history of the Confederate money. 

555 ENGINEER COMBAT GROUP, KARLSRUHE GERMANY 

Odette and I were anxious to return to Europe. I 
requested assignment to Europe and received 
orders assigning me to the 555 Engineer Combat 
Group as Commander of the Aviation Section. The 
assignment at the Engineer School trained me well 
for the mission. 

I reported to the Group Commander on 2 April 
1952. I was given a room at Smiley Barracks 
temporarily as I was told it would be six months 
before I could get quarters for my family. I assumed 
command of the Aviation Section and Commander 
of the Karlsruhe airfield. We had one helicopter 
and one observation aircraft with crew chiefs and 
logistical personnel. The Engineer Combat Battalion 
assigned to the group had one helicopter. Several 
non-group units were satellited on my airfield. 

Karlsruhe Airfield had a grass landing strip without 
lights and was used by the Germans as an 
emergency airfield. My first project was to get portable airfield landing lights. These 
lights operate on generator power or electricity. This way I had a daytime and nighttime 
emergency field for all of Seventh Army Aviation. The airfield became very popular and 

Captain Elmer Shaner  
Engineer, Pilot & Airfield Commander 
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the aviators could get their nighttime minimum flight requirements. 

The Engineer Group was on the east side of the Rhine river. During an exercise, it was 
discovered that no one had checked the bridges on the west side of the river where our 
escape routes were located. I was assigned to locate bridges and determine the load 
capacity each bridge could carry. We found some good ones and bad ones, resulting in 
some detours. 

 

Airfield operations became routine 
and everyone was happy. We had a 
perfect safety and accident record 
with exception of one helicopter 
crash. I piloted the Group 
Commander to the Seventh 
Headquarters in Stuttgart 
Germany. On the return flight I lost 
the tail rotor gear and lost torque 
control of the helicopter. As a 
helicopter student you learn a 
theory for survival, but you never 

practice them. I was told when this happens keep everything in the green and follow the 
direction of the helicopter down. The helicopter gently turned to the left and I followed 
it to the ground and autorotated. We damaged one skid, which was replaced, and the 
helicopter was returned to the unit. 
Whenever the Group Commander was my 
passenger and we returned to home base I 
would do an autorotation to show him what 
would happen.  After that accident he got 
out of the helicopter and said that was a 
perfect autorotation. I stayed with the 
helicopter and he called Odette and told her 
we crashed in a potato patch. 

My Group Commander, Col Linkswiler, had 
a civilian pilot license and belonged to a 
flying club at Darmstad near Frankfurt, Germany. He would call me on Sunday morning to 
fly him to his club. 

 

Michele (4) and Bob (5) in H-13 Helicopter Piloted by Dad 

Dropping a ball at opening of soccer game Karlsruhe Germany 1954 
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FLOOD IN HOLLAND, FEBRUARY 1953 

Seventh US Army 
stationed in Stuttgart 
Germany called the 
commander of the 555 
Engineer Group and 
requested for 
helicopters to go to 
Holland and assist in 
the flood rescue 
mission. 

We had two H-13 
helicopters in the 
Group. As Aviation 
Officer, I volunteered 
to go, and the Battalion 

The Mission: Search and Rescue 
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pilot volunteered to go. The 
weather was bad, but we 
decided we would depart 
immediately and fly as far as we 
could the first day. We departed 
Karlsruhe and flew to Wiesbaden 
where we refueled and checked 
the weather. Our next en route 
stop was Dusseldorf Germany. 
The weather on this leg was fight 
snow but we made it. From 
Dusseldorf our destination was 
Bergen Op Zoom Holland, the 
area where the dikes were 
broken. We were tired when we 
landed but the situation was so 
bad, we started rescuing people. 
We were each assigned a search 
area to relocate people. My area 
included Middleburg. I landed in 
Middleburg and talked to the 
mayor. The homes of some 
children had been devastated 
and he wanted to evacuate them 
to the mainland. I could carry six 

children: two in front with me and two in each 
covered pod I had on the helicopter. I continued doing 
that for several days. 

My most exciting rescue happened by luck. I was 
searching in isolated areas and saw a man climbing 
onto the roof of his house. I balanced the helicopter 
on the top of the roof and took him back to the 
mainland. He kept talking to me, but I did not 
understand him. Interpreters told me his son was 
going to climb onto the roof and asked if I could get 
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him. I knew the direction back to the house and how long it took to bring his father to 
the mainland. I agreed to try to get his son. Another helicopter pilot and a Dutch Navy 
Officer followed me to see what would happen. I found the house and rescued the son. 
The Royal Family was present when this happened and made a big deal out of it.  

 

  

Major Pointer, Prince Bernard, Captain Gilmore, Captain Shaner 
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ENGINEER SCHOOL, FT BELVOIR VIRGINIA 

On 2 May 1955 I was assigned to the Aviation Detachment, Davidson Army Airfield, Fort 
Belvoir, Virginia. I was lucky to be assigned there, as it is the place where I started from 
as a student in the Officers Candidate School in 1943. 

I was advised I was to attend the Engineer Officers Advance Course. In the Army, we called 
this getting your card punched for promotion, if you pass the course. I attended this class 
from 23 May 1955 to 2 September 1955. I received my diploma and returned to the 
Aviation Detachment as Air Operations Officer. We were getting more aviation units and 
I prepared a plan for new hangars and parking space for the new helicopters. We were 
getting a company of H-21 helicopters we called “the banana” because of its shape. The 
mission of the H-21 Helicopter Company was to evacuate the high-ranking officers from 
Washington to a designated underground Pentagon. 

I remember one alert exercise. The helicopters went to the Pentagon helicopter pad to 
pick up the staff members and departed for the underground Pentagon. The Army Chief 
of Staff had missed the departure. I received a call that a helicopter was needed to 
transport him. I was the only one left who could fly a helicopter. I had never flown to the 
underground Pentagon, and did not know the exact location in the mountains. I had 
organized intermediate positions on the ground to control the flights. I picked the Army 
Chief of Staff up and headed for the underground Pentagon. I had radio air control with 
the ground controllers and asked for an escort. Another helicopter joined me at the next 
ground controller and escorted us to the underground Pentagon. The Army Chief of Staff 
asked me why I did not fly over the mountains and I explained it was for his safety if he 
had trouble. I wanted a safe place to land. He said in Korea the pilots flew over the 
mountains. We had a safe trip home, and he gave me a good note. 

The Chief of Engineers selected me to attend the Command and General Staff College at 
Fort Leavenworth, KS. I graduated on 3 May 1957. I thought I would stay in the 
Washington DC area because we liked Fort Belvoir, VA. At Leavenworth we had two 
different specialties of studies, combat or logistics. As an Engineer officer I completed the 
combat phase. 

When I returned to Fort Belvoir, my wife handed me a letter from the Department of 
Army. The letter contained orders assigning me to the 13th Engineer Combat Battalion in 
South Korea. My tour of duty was 18 months. I took a delay en route and we visited my 
mother in St. Louis. Odette and the children stayed with my mother while I was in Korea. 

Our son Jean-Pierre Shaner was born in the Fort Belvoir Army Hospital on 20 August 1956. 
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13 ENGINEER BATTALION, SOUTH KOREA 

I traveled by aircraft to San Francisco, CA. The military had chartered an aircraft to 
transport us to Tokyo, Japan. We had one stop in Hawaii to refuel. I arrived in Tokyo and 
a chartered plane took us to Seoul, Korea. The Division was expecting me, and a pilot from 
the Division Aviation Company was waiting for me. 

I reported to the Commanding General and went to the 13th Engineer Combat Battalion. 
I reported to LTC Kenyen and assumed my duties. I gave him a copy of my Department of 
Army orders specifying direct assignment to the Battalion. Col. Kenyen was a West Point 
graduate and understood the orders. Again, I was getting my card punched for the next 
promotion. 

At the Command and General Staff College I had studied the triangular division, but in 
Korea the battalion was reorganizing to a pentomic division. Regiments were changed to 
brigades. This required retraining of the troops. The Battalion was short of troops as a 
result of reorganization. The 28th Republic of Korea (ROC) Division was reorganizing at 
the same time and asked if the Battalion would train some non-commissioned officers to 
be cadre for their new Battalion. I accepted and filled some of our vacancies. Just before 
I departed Korea, Brigadier General Jungchol Seu 28th Infantry Division Commander gave 
me a letter of appreciation. 

The Battalion was busy every day of the week. 
We were on 24-hour alert. We did have great 
times when the Battalion Officers had a party. It 
was popular and attendance was by invitation 
only. The Commanding General and other 
dignitaries were invited. We served Kobe beef 
from Japan. The club had a stage with draw 
curtains for visiting USO shows at the club. We 
did have a bar that served liquor by the glass. The 
morale of the officers and enlisted men was high. Special Services provided 
entertainment for the enlisted men. We were generous with leaves. There was a no-
fraternization rule in the Division. Leave was normally taken in Seoul, Korea or Tokyo, 
Japan. The Army had hotels in both cities for military personnel on leave. I had one seven-
day R & R leave in Tokyo, Japan. Major Ed Stewart, who I had known for years had a 
helicopter company in the First Corps, and I made arrangements to go on leave at the 
same time to Tokyo, Japan. 

I remember one incident in the Battalion where one soldier was diagnosed as having 

My Helicopter 
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hepatitis. The Battalion staff and all the military in Headquarters Company were 
quarantined and given shots. 

During my tour, when I had a little slack time I would watch the Korean farmers work their 
small rice paddies. No one had more than one acre of land. In the springtime they would 

prepare their dry pond area for irrigation of water to keep 
the water level in their ponds. The ponds were not deep. 
The farmers would squat in the water and plant each 
seedling, evenly spaced for cultivation. If it didn't rain 
enough, they had deep wells to get water and carry it to the 
ponds. During harvest time they would cut the rice plant 
and let it dry. They would lay the dried plants on a large 
canvas and hand thrush them like wheat. Rice was not for 
sale but for family consumption. A lot of the ponds were on 
hillsides, which 
made irrigation 
easier. 

I remember when 
I reported to the Commanding General, he told 
me he wanted me to make magic. I was given an 
engineer wand. When I departed the Division, 
they had a special battalion parade, and the 
Division Commander gave me a certificate of 
achievement and a division bayonet. 

I departed the 7th Infantry Division in October 1958. I had new orders, assigning me to 
the 5th US Army Advisor Group in Bismarck ND. I had a concurrent assignment: (1) 
Aviation Advisor (2) Engineer Advisor to the North Dakota National Guard. 

 

 

 

  

7th Division Bayonet 

13 Engineer Officers Division Commanding General Major General Costello 
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NATIONAL GUARD ADVISOR, BISMARK NORTH DAKOTA 

My last assignment as Executive Officer of the 13th Engineer Combat Battalion was 
continuous action in the 7th Infantry Division. I was certain that being assigned as a 
National Guard Advisor would be a slower pace. It is a prestigious assignment, and I was 
determined to succeed. 

The family was all together again, and we decided to drive to North Dakota. We thought 
we were dressed for November weather, but when we arrived in North Dakota it was cold 
and snowing! Their winters start much earlier than ours and we had to learn to dress 
accordingly. 

We arrived in Bismarck, the capital city of North Dakota. I reported to Colonel Hale, who 
was the Senior Advisor to Major General Edwards, the Army National Guard Commander. 
We were assigned quarters 1A in Fort Lincoln. We immediately requested that our 
household goods, which were in storage, be delivered to our new address. They arrived 
in two weeks. 

I reported for duty on 8 November 1958. My Department of Army orders specified 
concurrent duties: (1) Army Aviation Advisor (2) Engineer Advisor. Colonel Hale appointed 
me Executive Officer of the 5th US Army Advisor Group for the state. 5th Army in Chicago 
Illinois designated me General Staff Officer. I had two offices. The Senior State Aviation 
Officer was located at the Bismarck municipal airport and I had an office there. As an 
Engineer Advisor and Group Executive Officer I had an office at the General Headquarters. 

The National Guard Aviation Officer accompanied me to all the sights where the aircraft 
and pilots were located. The state had fixed-wing aircraft and helicopters. The state had 
all types of Engineer units. Training and safety were emphasized during my assignment as 
Aviation Advisor. We had no aircraft accidents or flight violations. The state received 
outstanding ratings from 5th Army inspections. Once a year, pilots were obligated to pass 
an examination on flight regulations and operations to remain on flight status. My office 
was responsible for administering and grading the examinations. After completing the 
examinations we had a great party. 

As Engineer Advisor I had an Engineer Combat Battalion to review the training and make 
certain all aspects of the training were in top shape to pass the two-week annual active 
duty exercises in the summer. Some evaluators were from 5th Army Headquarters and 
some other advisors from other states. North Dakota annual training was at Devils Lake 
facilities. The Adjutant General had a large house there and gave the advisors billets. I had 
three other states I was responsible to evaluate during summer exercises (Wyoming, 
South Dakota and Michigan). I liked Michigan so much I asked Odette to join me there 
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after the training was over and we visited Upper Michigan including Mackinac Island. It 
was a unique island. You had to take a boat to get there. No vehicles were allowed, and 
the only type of transportation was bicycles and horse-drawn carriages. Fort Mackinac 
was there and turned into an Indian Reservation. 

I went to North Dakota on a two-year tour. Odette and I were anxious to return to Europe. 
I requested an assignment there. Major General Edwards requested I stay another year. 
At the end of that year, I requested reassignment and was told the same thing. My 
extended two-year tour lasted from November 1958 to May 1962. I did go deer hunting 
with General Edwards and still have the antlers. I felt like a civilian not an army officer. 
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We enjoyed our stay in Bismarck and had many happy times there. We were invited to 
play bridge on Friday night with the families of the National Guard officers. We still get 
Christmas cards and correspondence. General Edwards and his wife visited our house. I 
had a large leather chair he liked. We belonged to St. Mary’s Catholic Church. I was Scout 
Master for two years at St. Mary's church. I used to take scouts to Fort Lincoln to take the 
flag down. I would get Army training films on camping, compass reading, swimming, first 
aid, etc. from 5th Army. They enjoyed them very much. Once every four months they 
prepared breakfast at the church.  

 

  

     Col Ralph N. Hale SAA                           Major Elmer E. Shaner SAA 
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AVIATION STAFF OFFICER, FRANCE USA COMMUNICATION ZONE EUROPE 

My extended two-year tour of duty in North Dakota was completed in May 1962. That 
tour awarded me with a promotion to Lt. Colonel on 4 December 1961. My most 
important reward was assignment to Europe. I was assigned as Aviation Officer of France. 
My office was in Orleans, France, only one hour from Paris and three hours from Odette's 
family in Dijon, France. 

I was assigned to the US Army Communications 
Zone. The command was responsible for logistics 
for Europe. I reported to the Deputy Commanding 
General and was received in good favor. He was 
short like me and said we can talk eyeball to 
eyeball. The Commanding General was very tall 
and the two never attended the same functions. He 
told me the reason why he selected me; it was 
because I was an Engineer Officer and had 
graduated from the Command and General Staff 
College. I was designated General Staff Officer and 
wore the star insignia. 

I had three aviation units and a detachment at the 
Paris airfield in Paris, France. The 56th Aviation 
Detachment was stationed at Saran airfield in 
Orleans. The 2nd Aviation Company was stationed 
at Saran airfield. The 26th helicopter company was 
stationed at Poitiers municipal airfield and Verdun 
France. 

The mission of the 56th Aviation Detachment was to support the Commanding General, 
his staff and official administrative flights. It required support 
commanders of subordinate commands. The flight detachment had 
single engine and twin-engine aircraft. Helicopters were used for 
medical evacuations and operational support. The twin engine aircraft 
were piloted by instrument-rated pilots for all weather flights. The 
Detachment had a direct line to the Paris air controllers for flight 
clearances. Official flights to other European countries and Africa were 
normal operations. I had my instrument examiners, who checked the 
proficiency of all the pilots. I frequently used the twin engine aircraft 

for official functions. The Detachment had an efficient maintenance team, and we had no 

Aviation Staff Officer (GS) 1962-1965 
 US Army Communication Zone Europe   

Orleans, France 
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flight violations or accidents during my three years in command. The Detachment 
Commander was tough but fair. Unit morale was high. 

I remember one incident when some pilots returned from some long flights on a Saturday, 
and that night they had a party at the Carriage House, which was separate from the 
Officers Club. They got violent and damaged the men's restroom. The General heard 
about it and wanted some reprimands. I talked to the Detachment Commander and told 
him I didn't want to know who did it, but I wanted it repaired in three days. It was done 
and paid for by the Detachment officers. I reported to the General that it had been 
repaired and I recommended no further action. He agreed, but told me to talk to them. It 
never happened again. 

The 2nd Aviation Company operated from Saran airfield. The aircraft were single engine 
capable of transporting twelve passengers. We established a scheduled flight from 
Orleans France to Heidelberg Germany, the Supreme Army Headquarters. One aircraft 
would fly to Heidelberg and return the next morning. Simultaneously an aircraft would 
leave Orleans in the morning and repeat the same schedule. Passengers and official mail 
were delivered more efficiently. We called our airline “TWA” (Teeny-Weeny Airline). 

There was a Parachute Company stationed at another camp. The Commander requested 
air support to drop his troops. I agreed, and the 2nd Aviation Company sent 6 aircrafts a 
month so that the paratroopers could jump to get their hazardous duty pay. The company 
transported parts to units stationed in Scotland, Italy, and Greece. Air was direct, faster, 
and less costly. Code name of the aircraft was “Otter”. 

The 26th Helicopter Company was stationed in Poitiers at Verdun France. The company 
in Poitiers supported the units in France and coordinated actions with the ports of La 
Rochelle and St. Nazaire. During the visit of President Kennedy in Ireland, the 26th 
Helicopter Company provided security and observation of routes of travel. The unit had 
to fly from France across the English Channel to England and Dublin Ireland. 

The three years in Orleans were the most interesting of my service years. We visited 
Odette's family on weekends and all holidays. Odette and her lady friends would go to 
Paris to fashion shows. We spent one vacation in Spain with the children and saw a bull 
fight in Barcelona. Odette's sister lived in the Jura mountains on the Swiss border. To-
gether we vacationed at Italian lakes and the Riviera in Southern France. 

I decided to retire after this tour of duty. I requested in January 1965 and retirement date 
was 30 June 1965. We returned to St. Louis, Missouri and remained there. 
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