The Texas 36th Infantry Division and

PFC Jose (Che) Lugo Franco Pena
By Juan-Paz Peña

For the past three years I have been researching and documenting the history of the WW II Texas 36th Infantry Division.   
 

I have researched the 36th Infantry in laying the groundwork for writing the story of my first cousin, PFC Jose (Che) Lugo Franco Pena, from Ft. Stockton, Texas.  Primo Che was a bona fide, patriotic, fighting hero and infantry rifleman with the Texas 36th Infantry Division, a soldier's soldier.  

 

This is also the story of the thousands of Texas 36th Division infantry men who served with Che, many of whom were from Fort Stockton, Alpine, Presidio, Sanderson, Fort Davis, Pecos, Marathon, Marfa, El Paso, Grandfalls, Barstow, Odessa, etc., and surrounding West Texas and Big Bend area towns and cities, including Che's six Cano cousins from Arizona who served, were wounded or were killed during WW II.

 

These young men from the Big Bend country were drafted or volunteered to fight in WW II.  They left their Texas homes where they faced segregated public schools, cemeteries, eating establishments, swimming pools, movie theaters, neighborhoods, hospitals, churches, etc., to fight for our country.  They went, fought and died for our country and came back to face the same nativistic Texas environment they had left.

 

The 36th Infantry was reactivated circa 1940 in preparation for the USA entering WW II.   It was one of about 99 combat divisions that were activated for WW II.  The historic efforts of these 99 combat divisions are astounding.  Much has been written about many of them, but some of these divisions, including the Texas 36th Infantry, have received very little attention or recognition.

 

The 36th Infantry initially consisted of about 15,000 young men, the majority of whom were from Texas with thousands of them being from the Big Bend/West Texas area.  The majority of these were of Mexican ancestry.  Their heroic stories have rarely been written or publicized.

 

It is also the story of such 36th Division Infantrymen as:

 

1.  Sgt.  Elpidio "Pio" Ramos, an infantry man from Alpine, Texas.  Tio Pio was one of Che's good friends and Tio Pio was killed during the initial days of the 36th Infantry Division's landing in southern Italy in the Battle of Salerno Bay.  

 

Tio Pio was related to the Gallego family from Alpine, Texas.  I assisted the B. J. Gallego family from Alpine in retrieving Tio Pio's Personnel Death file from the US Government archives.

 

2.  Sgt. Manuel "Ugly" Gonzales from Ft. Davis, Texas.  He received the nation's second highest award for combat heroism and who eventually was killed fighting for his country.  A small monument was erected in Fort Davis in honor of Sgt. Gonzales.

 

3.  Sgt. Silvestre S. Herrera, from El Paso, who received the nation's highest award for combat heroism, the Medal of Honor, and who died about three years ago in Arizona.  He died in his wheelchair because he lost both legs while fighting in Europe after having survived through the horrendous Italian campaign.  

 

Twelve Medals of Honor were awarded to WW II soldiers of Mexican, Latino or Hispanic ancestry.  Of the 12, five were awarded to soldiers born in Texas, all of Mexican ancestry.  No other ethnic WW II group in the USA can match these acts of heroism. 

 

4.  The men of the 36th Infantry, 141st Regiment, 2nd Battalion, E (Easy) Company which was staffed predominantly with soldiers of Mexican ancestry, primarily ex-students from El Paso, Texas, high schools.  The 141st Regiment, about 3,200 soldiers, was staffed primarily from soldiers of Mexican ancestry from Texas.  The 141st Regiment was one of the most decorated Regiments of WW II and they suffered atrocious, combat losses during WW II.

 

Several generals (Gen. Eisenhower, General Clark, General Fred Walker) have referred to E Company of the 141st Regiment as the most courageous and decorated WW II combat unit.  Sgt. Herrera was a member of E Company.  

 

Several WW II movies ("To Hell and Back", "The Men of E Company", etc.) have mentioned or portrayed several aspects of E Company but they have not emphasized their Mexican ancestry heritage.  E Company suffered heavy casualties during WW II and many soldiers refused to be assigned to E Company because of its high, casualty rates.  So, all soldiers assigned to E Company were volunteers of Mexican ancestry.  The men of E company took pride in their fighting tradition and did not want any new recruit who was afraid to die for our country.

 

At Salerno Bay, the 36th Infantry Division, three other Army Divisions and four British/Allied divisions were almost pushed back into Salerno Bay by four, counter attacking German infantry/mechanized divisions.  After six days of heavy fighting, the American/British/Allied divisions were finally able to establish a successful, beachhead at Salerno Bay, but at a horrible cost.

 

A companion division of the 36th Infantry at Salerno Bay was the famed 3rd Infantry Division, who also had many Texans in its rank.  One of these 3rd Infantry Division riflemen was a young, small, skinny (about 115 pounds) kid from Greenville, Texas, by the name of Pvt. Audie Murphy, and many of you know about Pvt. Murphy.

 

After the Battle of Salerno Bay, the 36th Infantry Division and the other divisions were pulled off line to replace their equipment and recover the hundreds of wounded/dead American and German soldiers.  During this break from fighting, many of the Italian families, especially the children, befriended the American soldiers.  

 

Among the many Italian children who became friends with the Americans was a tall, dirty, skinny, 10 year old girl, who loved the American candy the GI's gave her and she in turn gave them the only thing she had, freshly picked flowers.  Her name?  A child who later became known as Sophia Loren... 

 

Sadly, thousands of these young men were wounded, missing in action or killed while in combat operations first in Italy and later when they landed in southern France and walked and fought their way into Germany to help defeat the German armed forces.  Very little publicity and credit has been given to the heroic efforts of the 36th Infantry because they fought initially in Italy and were not involved in the Normandy Invasion, an invasion that has received much deserved recognition.

 

The 36th Infantry and four other US combat divisions and about four British/Allied combat divisions suffered horrendous obstacles and casualties in Italy.  However, their efforts kept Hitler and the German war machine focused on Italy while the USA/British/Allied divisions prepared for the Normandy Invasion in France.  So, the USA/British/Allied effort in Italy was really an important diversion for the USA/Allied main attack on the beaches of France in Normandy and then fighting their way through Western Europe to attack and destroy the German armed forces in its own home court, Germany itself.

 

From the time the 36th Infantry and four other USA infantry and four British/Allied divisions made an amphibious landing in Salerno Bay, Italy in September 1943 and until the German army surrendered circa 1945, the 36th Division Infantry, et al., walked, against constant enemy fire from Salerno Bay to the heart of Germany via France, Netherlands, Luxemburg and Belgium.  

 

Che and his fighting comrades liberated Rome, walked past the various, famous sites in Rome (the Coliseum, Vatican City, etc.) but could not even stop to enjoy the sites since they were in hot pursuit of four retreating German infantry divisions which Che and his fighting comrades were intent in totally destroying.

 

In the process of WW II, the 36th Infantry had about 20,000 infantry men killed in action and about 90,000 wounded, captured or missing in action, never to be recovered...  The casualties were so heavy that the 36th Infantry had to be reorganized and restaffed about four times.  The casualties suffered by the 36th Infantry was the third highest of any infantry, WW II division.  

 

Some of the other infantry divisions suffered heavy casualties, as did the Marines in the Pacific and the USA Army Air Force and Navy in Europe and the Pacific. 

 

In my research, I have located Che's platoon sergeant, Sgt. Patterson, who is now 90 years old, and vividly remembers "Joe Piña".  He told me in a telephone conversation last year that Joe was one of the most considerate, polite, young man he had ever met, yet in combat, Joe was one of the most hardened, courageous, vicious, combat infantry soldier Sgt. Patterson fought with in WW II.  

 

Sgt. Patterson is one of the 36th Division Infantry soldiers who walked from Southern Italy to Germany and was wounded several times, but refused to be rotated back to the USA.  So, Sgt. Patterson knows a thing or two about evaluating, battle hardened, WW II fighting infantrymen.

 

As stated earlier, this is a heroic, gut-wrenching story about not only Che, but also the valiant men who served with him.  During his tour in Italy, Che was wounded several times, but like many courageous USA soldiers, Che refused to be shipped back to the USA with his "million dollar" wounds.  

 

However, circa June 12, 1944, in hand-to-hand combat fighting in the walled city of Magliano, Italy, Che... to be continued...
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