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ThisisLarryRabalais.I’mavolunteerintheOralHistoryProgramattheNationalMuseum

ofthePacificWar.TodayisOctober19,2002,andI’minterviewingMr.ErnestHiggins.

ThisinterviewistakingplaceattheBushGalleryoftheNationalMuseumofthePacificWar,

Fredericksburg,Texas.TheinterviewisinsupportoftheCenterforthePacificWarStudies,

ArchivesfortheNationalMuseumofthePacificWar,TexasParksandWildlifeforthe

preservationofhistoricalinformationrelatedtothissite.

Mr.Rabalais:Iwouldlikeforyoutostateyourname,whereyouwereborn,when

youwereborn,andbasicallytellaboutyourlifefromthatpointon.

Mr.Higgins:MynameisErnestF.Higgins.IwasbornonJune21,1913in

Vancouver,Washington.IlivedthereuntilIwasabouttenyearsold.

MyDadwasaplumberfortheCivilServiceandhewastransferredto

FortGeorgeWrightinSpokane,Washington.Wemovedthereand

IlivedonthepostwithmyparentsashewaswiththeArmy.Itwas

the
4th

InfantryRegimentatthattime.Throughmyschoolyears

duringmysummervacationsIspentfouryearsofmilitarytrainingat

FortGeorgeWright.

Mr.Rabalais:Didyougotoschoolonthepost?
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Mr.Higgins:No,notonthepost,Iwenttocivilianschools.Thepostwasjusta

onebattaliondealtobeginwith.Itwasthe2Battalion,andthe

headquartersforthe4”InfantryRegiment.

Mr.Rabalais:Didyouhaveanybrothersorsisters?

Mr.Higgins:Ihadthreebrothers.Iamtheonlythatwasintheservice.Iwas

commissionedasaLieutenantinJanuaryof1936.In19391was

anExecOfficeroftheCivilianConservationCorpsatGto,

Washington.Thatdidn’tlasttoolongbecausetheytookthe

administrationoftheCCCoutoftheArmyCommandandturnedit

overtothecivilians,soIwentbacktocivilianlife.InAugustof1940

Iwasrecalledtoactivedutywiththe
7th

InfantryDivisioninthe32111

InfantryRegimentatFortOrd,California.Thatwasthebeginningof

theexpansionoftheArmy.Ithinkthatpeopleprobablyknewthat

somethingwasgoingtohappen.Iremainedwiththe32”Infantry

through1945whenIleftOkinawatocomebackhomeunderthe

rotationplanofthepointsystem.

Mr.Rabalais:Letmebackupalittlebitandgetsomedetails.Onyourtraining

beforeyouwerecommissioned,youweregoingtoschoolthere?

Mr.Higgins:1wasgoingtoschoolinSpokane,Washington.

Mr.Rabalais:WereyoudoingsometypeofROTCtypeoftraining 9

Mr.Higgins:No,IwasintheROTCtrainingduringthesummeratFortGeorge

Wright.ThatwasthencalledtheCitizensMilitaryTraining.Ihad
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overfouryearsinthat.

Mr.Rabalais:Wasthereaparticularbuddyorfriend,orrealfriendship,thatyou

madeinyourearlyyearsintheservice,ordidyoumovearoundquite

abittowhereitwassortofhardtolatchontooneguy?

Mr.Higgins:No,Dadwascivilservicesohedidn’tgettransferredaroundany,but

IdidknowalotofsoldiersatFortGeorgeWrightbecauseIdelivered

thepaperstherewhenIwasayoungfellow.Iwouldputthemright

ontopoftheirbunksinthebarracks.

Mr.Rabalais:Didyoutrainforaparticularspecialty,or...ThiswasintheArmy?

Mr.Higgins:Yes,thiswasintheArmy.BasicallyIwastrainedasanInfantryman.

WhenIwascalledbackintotheserviceIwenttoFortOrd.I

reportedindownthereandtheyaskedmeifIknewanythingabout

vehicles.IsaidthatIwasaprettygoodoldModelTFordmechanic.

IwasautomaticallymadeTransportationOfficerwiththeService

Company.

Mr.Rabalais:Wheredidyoushipouttofirst?

Mr.Higgins:OurtrainingwasbasicallytoFortOrd,thentransferredtoSanLuis

ObispoasanArmoredDivision.WetrainedoutintheN4ojave

Desert.Onthewaybackfromthattraining,ourvehicleswerefading

awayandweweretransferredtoFortOrdandunderwentamphibious

trainingondifferenttypesofvehicles.Wewereequippedthenwith

tractorandATtrailers.Wedidn’tknowwhatwasgoingonbutwe
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boardedship.WeheadedfortheAleutianIslands.Wetookoffand

wecapturedtheislandofAttu.

Mr.Rabalais:Howdidyouland?Didyouuseregularlandingcrafi

Mr.Higgins:Landingcraftiswhatwelandedin.

Mr.Rabalais:Thatbow/ramptype..

Mr.Higgins:Wejumpedovertheside.

Mr.Rabalais:Thatwasaprettychillyareawasn’tit?

Mr.Higgins:Actually,theAleutianIslandsisontheJapanesecurrent,andthe

islanditselfdoesn’tgethardlybelowfreezing,butyoudogetsnow

andfog.Thoseareamongtheworstthings.

Mr.Rabalais:Thestorms.

Mr.Higgins:ThedivisionmadealandingatMassacreBayandourregimentwent

aroundthenorthpartoftheislandandcameintowhattheycalled

l-IoIzBay.Weweresupposedtocompletetheoperationinaweekor

two,butittookusover30days.

Mr.Rabalais:Didyouactuallymeetanyresistanceatall?

Mr.Higgins:Onabeachlandingthereishardlyanyresistanceatall,buttotakethe

islandofAttu,whichismountainous,wehadtoclimbupthe

mountains.Thefogwouldcomeinandyoucouldn’tseeinthefog,

buttheenemywasbehinditandtheywouldsitdownandpickusoff

Mr.Rabalais:Weretheydroppingmortars?

Mr.Higgins:Yestheywereusingmortars.
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Mr.Rabalais:Wereyouabattalionlevelofficer,orcompany°

Mr.Higgins:[wasacompanycommanderatthattimeandIwasinchargeofallof

thetransportation,andthatincludedthetractorsandtheATtrailers

fromMassacreBayin.

Mr.Rabalais:Thosewerepermanentlyusedtohaulsuppliesandequipmentin?

Mr.Higgins:Thecaterpillartractors,putatraileronbehindthemandgorightup

asfaraswecouldanddroptheammunitionandsuppliesoff

Mr.Rabalais:Wasn’tthatprettyboggyterrain,spongylike.

Mr.Higgins:Yes,downonthebase—thispartisthetundra.

Mr.Rabalais:Tundraspongylike.

Mr.Higgins:Theroadsthatwebuiltweredowntothedock,andalloftheships

thatcameinwereprobablyballastwithalotofcoal.Wetookthe

coalandspreaditontheroads.

Mr.Rabalais:That’sinteresting.

Mr.Higgins:Thatkindofsmootheditout.

Mr.Rabalais:AftertheAttuoperation,wheredidyoumovetonext?

Mr.Higgins:WewentfromAttutotheHawaiianIslands.

Mr.Rabalais:Thatisachangeinclimate.

Mr.Higgins:WecameoutofAttuwithourwoolsandlandedatScofieldBarracks

onSeptember15,1943.Wehadbasicallythenortheastareaof

ScofieldBarracks.Wedidmilitarytraining,equipment,etc.Then

theycameoutwiththeArmyDUKWAmphibiousTrucks.Itook
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commandofanArmyDIJKWunitandtrainedthemonthenorthside

oftheislandofOahuonbeachlandings.ThenweboardedanLST

outofPearlHarborandsailedtotheislandofKwajalein.On

Kwajaleinwemadealanding.OnthebigislandofKwajaleiniswhere

Iwenton.Myjobwastoseethatthesuppliesweredeliveredonthe

beachanditwaswithinthehourofthebeachlanding.Wehadthe

suppliesonthebeachforthem.

Mr.Rabalais:Oncethesuppliesarepileduponthebeach,atsomeofthebeach

landingsthatwasarealprobleminthatthesupplieswerepilingup

andtheycouldn’tseemtogetthemoffofthebeachandoutofthe

way.Wereyouinvolvedinanywaywiththat,ordidtheyhavea

Beachmaster,or...

Mr.Higgins:Therewasabeachmasterthere.Actuallywetookofthestuffright

straightuptheretooutunits.

Mr.Rabalais:Wehaveanicedeckhereinouroutareainourcombatzonethatyou

mightbeinterestedin.Itmyrefreshyourmemory.Idon’tknowif

you’veseenitornot.

Mr.Higgins:No,Ihaven’tseenyours,butI’veseenseveralofthem.

Mr.Rabalais:Theyarestillusedinsomeareasfortourboats.

Mr.higgins:Yes,theyareusedtbrtourboats.Ihaveapicturewithmyown

commandvehiclethatIusedgoingontheislandoffof’Kwajalein.

Therewerehavingproblemswithabigboat.Theycouldn’tgetany
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oftheenemyoutoftheirbunkers,sotheengineerscalledforavehicle

thatcouldbringinaloadofTNTandconecharges.Iwastheperson

thatbroughtintheTNTandconecharges.Theytookcareofthatand

putitontopofthebunkers.1stillhavemyoriginalpicturebythe

signalcorpsthatwasincombatreadiness,withallofthemachineguns

andthebumpers,orwovenfenders.

Mr.Rabalais:ThatwasatKwajalein?

Mr.Higgins:Yes,thatwasatKwajalein.

Mr.Rabalais:Iguesstheyusedthoseconechargestotrytopenetrateconcrete

bunkers.Iguessitisbasicallyashapecharge.NowthiswasanArmy

infantryunit—mostpeoplethinkthatalltheislandinvasionswere

donebyMarines,butinfacttheArmywasinvolvedin....

Mr.Higgins:TheArmywasinvolvedintheinitiallandingsonalltheislandsthat

I’mtalkingabout.WewerethefirstArmyunits.Perhapsthere

wouldbeMarinestoyourrightorlefi.

Mr.Rabajais:MostAmericansdon’trealizethat.

Mr.Higgins:Iknowthat,TheyalwaysfiguresthattheMarineshadtakentothe

islandstobeginwith,butthatisnottrue.TheMarineswerenoton

theislandofAttu.Welandedonthenorthernpart,thebeachheadof

Kwajalein.TheMarinestookthenorthwestislandsofRoy,andI

don’trememberthenameoftheotherlittleisland,butourunitwas

theonethattookthebig,mainislandofKwajaleinandthelowerpart
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oftheAtoll.

Mr.Rabalais:Now,youhadreceivedlandingtrainingatHawaii 9Isthattrue?

Mr.Higgins:ThatwasatHawaii,onthenorthshore.

Mr.Rabalais:Mostpeopledon’trealize—theyseepicturesoftheMarinespracticing

these,buttheArmyisalsodoingthattoo.Thatisaveryinteresting

pieceofinformation.

Mr.Higgins:Weweretryingtokeepourvehiclesattherightangleofwavesthat

wererunningfromfourtotwelvefeethighcomingintomakea

landing.Thewaveswouldcomein,andaftertheywouldstart

breakingthenwecouldcomeonthrough.

Mr.Rabalais:Sothedeckitselfonceitgotagripontheshore,therubbertired

wheelsbegan...

Mr.higgins:Yes,theDUKWwouldtakeholdfirst,thentherubbertiredwheels

wouldbegintowork.

Mr.Rabalais:Thedockthatwehavehereatourdisplay—themetalisnotrealthick.

Mr.Higgins:Itisnotthick.

Mr.Rabalais:Idon’tthinkitwouldresistevenasolidnose30caliber.OK,now

afterKwajalein,youstayedtheretbrawhileontheisland?

Mr.Higgins:No,wemadethatlandingandouroperationwasprobablyaboutten

dayslongatKajalein,andthenwereboardedthetransportshipsand

wentbacktoHaaii.

Mr.Rabalais:OK,youwentbacktoHawaii.
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I’1r.higgins:Then,Ican’tgiveyoutheexacttime,butweleftHawaiitobeheading

tbrtheislandofPalauinSeptemberof1944.Twenty-fourhoursafter

wewereoutofPearlHarbor,ourordersweretakenawayandwe

weretogotoEniwetok.Thatisaten-daytrip.Itisnorthof

Kwajalein.WhenwegottoEniwetokwewereonboardshipand

weren’tabletogetofiThentheorderscamethatweweretogo

fromEniwetoktotheAdmiraltyIslandssouthoftheequator.We

weretherefbiabouttendays,andthenweleftoutofthereandgot

outtosea.Wedidn’tknowwhereweweregoinguntiltwoorthree

dayslaterandfoundoutthatwewereheadedfortheislandofLeyte

inthePhilippines.WemadethelandingthereeastofSanPablo.We

wentonintoSanPabloandsecuredthebeachhead.Whenwewere

relievedfromthatwewentbacksouthtoBU49andcrossedoverto

thewestsideoftheislandofLeyte,andforwardonuptothetownof

By-By.

Mr.Rabalais:Duringtheseislandlandings,orespeciallyonLeyte,didyouhaveany

closecalls,evenbeinginbackofthefrontalittlebit,butgoingback

towardthefrontoccasionally,didyouhaveanyclosebrusheswithany

accidents,enemyaction,orshell-fire,oranythingthat?

Mr.Higgins:Ididn’treallyhavetoomuchatKwajaleinbecausetheNavyhadjust

bombardedit.AlsotheAirForcewasbombardinganawfiullotofit.

Leyte,yes—wehadsomekamikazescomein,buttheyweremoreor
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lesslookingforsupplydepots.Thatwaspartofmyjobtoo.We

didn’thavetoomuchenemyactionthere,butonOkinawawedid.

Therewehadalotofmortarfirecomingintothesupplydepots.

Mr.Rabalais:DidyoualsoparticipateinSaipan?

Mr.Higgins:No,wedidnothingonSaipanorIwoJima.

Mr.Rabalais:Okinawaisaprettygoodsizedisland,andthatcertainlygot..

Mr.Higgins:AtOkinawawelandedontherightsideandthefirstdaywegotinas

farasKadenaairstrip.Thenextdaywewereacrosstheislandat

BucknerBay,andthenweturnedsouth.

Mr.Rabalais:WhatwerethebeachconditionsonOkinawa?Wasthatavolcanic

sandlikeko,orwasmorelikeasandy...?

Mr.Higgins:Morelikeasandybeachevenonthewestsideoftheisland.We

didn’thaveanytroublethere.

Mr.Rabalais:Wasthatprettymuchajungle,oradry,deserttypeterrain?

Mr.Higgins:Itwasjustaregularbeachlanding.Wedidntgettoomuchenemy

firetobeginwith.GoingacrosstheislandtheMarineswereonour

leftandwewereonthesouth.FromKadenaairstripwewentover

toBucknerBayandturnedsouthandwentdownthroughYonabaru

downtothesouthernendoftheisland.

Mr.Rabalais:ThatisgettingclosetoJapan.

Mr.Higgins:Theyfiguredwewereabout350milest’romJapanwhenwewereon

Okinaa.Therewerealotofkamikazes.Theyweregoingaflerthe

PagelOofIS



ships.

Mr.Rabalais:Youarenormallybasedonatrooptransport?

Mr.Higgins:IwasbasedonatrooptransportfromHawaiitothePhillippines.On

thetriptoAttuwewereonatrooptransportalongwithour

caterpillarsandthingsthatwehavetoliftoutoftheholeofthese

ships.

Mr.Rabalais:Dotheydothatwiththeshipboomsbecausethoseareprettyheavy.

Thathastobeprettytrickyifyouhaveanykindofasea.

Mr.Higgins:Well,youhavethelandingbargesthatbringitinontothebeach.

Mr.Rabalais:Didyoucarryyourownlandingbargesonboardandside-slipthemoff

theship?

N’Ir.Higgins:Ithinktheyhadtoliftthemoffoftheship.

Mr.Rabalais:Youweren’tinjuredinanywayduringanyoftheseoperations?That

isprettyremarkable.

Mr.Higgins:Idodgedalot.IalmostgotitinthePhillippines.

Mr.Rabalais:Whenthewarendedwherewereyouatthattime?

Mr.Higgins:WhenthewarendedIwasonmywayhome.AtthetimeIwas

cominghometheyhadapointsystemthatifyouhad85pointsyou

wereautomaticallyrelievedandgottoreturnhome.Well,Ihad135

points.IwasonOkinawaandwasinchargeoftheunitthatwas

goingtogotoFortLewis.Anotherbuddyof’mineandIgotlucky

whenwestartedreadingtherostertoshiphomebecausemyname
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wasn’tonitandhisnamewasn’tonit,sowewenttotheheadquarters

andwantedtoknowwhatwasgoingon.Wewereinformedthatthe

“highpointers”weregoingtoflyhome,buttheysaidwewouldhave

toaituntilaplanewasavailable.Thatwasaboutanotherfivedays

awayfromwhentheshipsailed.WeflewfromOkinawatoGuam,

GuamtoKwajalein.WelandedatKwajaleinandthefellowcameout

ofoperationsandsaidthatwehaddroppedan“A”bombonJapan.

Wesaid,“Whatthehellisan‘A’Bomb?”

Mr.Rabalais:Youhadnoinkling.

Mr.higgins:Wehadnoinklingofwhatitis.Wewerethere2-3hoursandthey

refueledtheplane.Thenwewereabletogetoflwashourfaces,do

alittleshaving,hadsomethingtoeat,gotbackonboardtheplaneand

thepilotsaysafterwewereintheskythathehasorderstoflydirectly

toHickamField.

Mr.Rabalais:WasthatonaC-47?

Mr.Higgins:Itwasafourengineplane.NormallytheywouldlandatJohnston

Islandtorefuel,butwewentnon-stoptoHawaii.

Mr.Rabalais:Thenyouweredischargedonthewestcoast?

Mr.Higgins:Yes.Iwentbackintogetaregularexaminationfortheservice,but

theydidn’thaveavacancyinthegrade.

Mr.Rabalais:WasthataCaptain

Mr.higgins:Iastransferredout.Tobeginwith,inHawaiitherewas
10tht

Army
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Headquarters,was1
0h

ArmyTransportationOfficer,butthoseorders

wererescindedbecauseweweregoingonanotheroperation.They

canceledthat.ThenwhenIlandedinthePhillippines,24111Ordnance

wantedme,so1hadtheordersinmyhand,noIhadtheordersinmy

handfor0”Army.Theonesforordnancedisqualifiedmebecause

Iwasnotnowperfbrmingthedutiesforordnance.GeneralArnold

gotprettyteedoffatit.SowhenwegottoOkinawaandwewent

backintoarestarea,IwenttotheordnancedealandtheyaskedifI

wasreadytocometoworkforthem,andIsaid“No,I’monmyway

home.”SowhenIsignedupforregularsIputinforordnance.They

putmeonstandbyandaferayearIsaidthatIwouldrevertbackto

theReservestaff:IwasinfantryinstructorintheCommandGeneral

StaffSchoolforawhileatFortWright,Washington.

tIr.Rabalais:Soyoustayedin?

Mr.Higgins:Istayedin.Mymilitarycareerbeganbackin1934.Whenmypapers

camethroughformyretirementIhad39years,IImonthsand7days.

Mr.Rabalais:Thatwasquiteastretchinthere.TheWorldWarLIportionofyour

careeriswhatthemuseumisspecificallyinterestedin.Iknowthat

youhadalotmoreinyourcareerthanthat,butsharingthesebitsand

insightswithusiswhatwearelookingfor.Justoutofcuriositywas

thereanythingsthatwasparticularlyascarysituationtoyou’

Mr.higgins:Yes,andIwillsaythis,thateerylandingyoudoyouarescared
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shitless.Youdon’tknowwhatyouaregoingtoruninto.I’msorry

aboutthewording.

Mr.Rabalais:ThatisOK.

Mr.Higgins:Itisajobthatwasputtousandwedidourbesettocarryoutwhat

wecoulddo.

Mr.Rabalais:NoneofthisJohnWaynestutPI’msurethateverybodyfeltthesame

too.

Mr.Higgins:Whenyouareresponsibleforalotoffellows—beingaCompany

Commanderyouhavetheresponsibilityofnotifyingtheparentsof

yourmenthatarelost.ThathadtobeoneofthehardestthingsIhad

todo.

Mr.Rabalais:Thathastobeprettytough.

Mr.Higgins:Thenyouwouldgetlettersfromsomeofthewivesofyourmeninthe

outfitandtheywouldwanttoknowwhytheyhadn’theardfromthem,

sothenyouhadtogotoyourmenandtellthemtositdownandwrite

alettertotheirwife.

Mr.Rabalais:Trytoencouragethemtodothat.Themuseumthanksyou.We

appreciateyoudonatingyourtimeandsharingthesethoughtsand

feelingswithus.Thewaythesystemworksiswewilldoa

preliminarydraftfromthetape.Itwillbesenttoyouforyoutolook

atandedit.Ifyouwanttomakechanges,pleasedoso,andthensend

ithack.Theywillthendoafinalcopy,binditandyouwillreceive
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twocopies.Thetapewillremaininthearchivesofthemuseumfor

usebyhistorianswhoaredoingresearch.

Mr.Higgins:OntheislandofOkinawawetookthesuppliesrightthroughthefront

lines.Theterrainwasawfullymuddyandweevenhadtoget

bulldozerssowecouldmoveout.Thesupplyplaces(endoftape)
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