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“Patton had a good heart,"” md

down in the sand and crying over him. General
saw what was happening, kneeled down and shed tears also, just like
that soldier was.” g

Patton’s tough image was simply “the war face he put on
around his troops,” said Hays. “He wanted the respect of his men,
which he got."

Storming the beaches with Company B, 7th Reg of the
Third Division of the United States Army, Hays began a 44-month
odyssey that took him from the baking North African desert to the
ice-locked mountains of northern Italy, across the grateful French
eguntryside via St. Tropez and into the conquered Nazi heartland
itself.

“1 felt like the heart of America was beating for us, that the
eyes of the world were watching us, that the freedom of mankind,
not just Americans, depended on our victory.” said Hays.

“That war changed the history of the world.”

It changed Hays, also.

HAYS SAID HE BECAME A CHRISTIAN ABOARD a Mitchel]
B-25 twin-engine bomber.

Returning from a run agamsl Nazi mgau radio-operater
Hayes and the crew watched as oil streamed from a flaming engine.
Hays opened his pocket Bible to Acts 2:21: “‘Whosoever shall call
upon the name of the Lord shall be saved.’ Hays called upon the Lord
and the aircraft landed intact.

That Bible remains one of his most cherished possessions. Now
yellowed and brittle, the book rode in Hays' pocket throughout his
European travels, and was soaked through in various amphibious
assaults. “I had to leave it out to dry many times,” he said.

For ten months, the Third Division battled Field Marshall
Erwin Rommels’ famed Afrika Corps in the desert. “It was hot in the
daytime, and cold at night, with sand everywhere," said Hays.

In Feb. 1843. Rommel, squeezed in Tunisia between the
Americans advancing from the west and the British Eighth Army
moving out of Egypt, launched an initially successful attack against
the green American troops, driving them back 50 miles from their
liges to the Kasserine Pass

“That was the worst battle for us,”
back.”

Alled soldiers eventually regained the Kasserine Pass -- North
Africa eventually fell also - and Hays transferred from the Air Corps
to the infantry and sailed to Sicily with Gen. Patton’s Seventh
Army

said Hays. “They pushed us

FOR MANY MONTHS THE ALLIED ARMIES STRUGGLED
against suff German resistance as they drove the lines north up the
Italian peninsula

"One night during the Rome-Arno battle, a German plane came
in real low. right over our heads,” said Hays. 1 heard him when he
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Stories To Tell

Lake City resident Thomas B. Hays won the American Defense
Service Medal, the American Campaign Medal, the European-
African Eastern Campaign Medal with two bronze stars and a
silver star (representing five battles) and an arrowhead
(meaning he was in a leading battalion), the Good Conduet
Medal, the lenry Medal and the German Occupation Medal
during his service in World War Two, On his knee rests the
Bible that traveled with him throughout the war.

cut his engines down ta idle, and you could hear the wind whistling
off his wings. What he was after was Gen. Mark Clark’s Fifth Army
Headquarters, He went right over my little pup tent and dropped his
bombs about three seconds later. [f he had dropped three seconds
earlier it would hve blown me and a lot of others to kingdom come, It
shook the ground like an earthquake. The bombs missed everything,
thank goodness.”

Hays endured the winter stalemate of 194344 in the mountains
of Italy

"It was mud, water, wind, cold and snow," he recalled.

It was during this time that Field Marshall Albert Kesselring,
commander of the German Forces in Italy, grudgingly h.uied the
Third Division as the best the fighters the United States Army had
to offer, according to Hays.
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“] was standing there with the door cracked open,
sub-machine gun waiting. Hegvtm!cluelonn,nmdiputmygun .
on him and told him to halt. He just dropped hid rifle and
surrendered.” B

“A lot of men, in a situation like that, would've just shot him, °
but I was willing to take a chance. If he had been 8 German [ would,
have wanted to capture him, because if had starting firing my ¢
weapon, the Germans would have come in on us, and since there was
Jjust two of us, it would have been the end,” said Hays.

Hayes was saved by the timely arrival of American armor, ¥
which held the Nazis up long enough for the both of them to make an |
escape,

Hays cannot remember the exact place where he crossed the
Rhine, but he said that at that time the Allied armies were B
exuberant with the sense of imminent victory, of the end of a long ]
and grueling war.

“At the point, we knew it was the end for Germany,” he said.
"“We were confident all along that we would be victorious, we just
didn't how long it would take.”

INTO THE RHINELAND THROUGH THE ANCIENT German
cities - which only a few years before had seen Hitler’s torchlight
parades and enormous Nazi Party rallies — marched the Third
Division.

Hays traveled through Kaiserslautern, Worms, Stuttgart, and
finally Augsburg, where he heard of the German surrender

Havs spent several months in Darmstadt with the occupying
American forces before returning to the United States

After his discharge from the military at Ft. McPherson - he
volunteered for duty there in 1940 - Hays returned to Atlanta to
work for Southern Bell. He retired after 38 years service. Since his
return, he has resided in Hapeville and Lake City

He has never returned to the scenes of his European
experiences but admits “*he would love to.” Occasionally he meets up
with other surviviors of the Third Division. “The men are very
close,” he said

Hays said his involvement i~ lis century’s greatest upheaval
did not sour his view of the human condition. “I realized then that it
was & minority of people who wanted to cause war.”

Hayes said he was basically a kind-hearted person who “never
got callous” to all the carnage he witnessed.

Seeing young men in the prime of life shot dead, Hays
remembers thinking to himself, ‘why aren’t civilized people willing
to sit down and talk instead of fighting”




