This article ran on Thursday, Sept. 29, 2005, in the Milford Times newspaper.

A war story with a happy ending

By Alyson Iott

Staff Writer

The last time Ben Morfino saw Leon Frenier was March 18, 1945. They were crouched in a 5-foot deep shell hole along the infamous Siegfried Line in Saarlautern, trading fire with German soldiers entrenched a few yards away.

Frenier's left shoulder was covered with blood from a grenade wound. Morfino was moments away from being knocked unconscious by what he thinks was a mortar shell. 

When the conflict ended, both men spent months recuperating in separate hospitals. When they were released, each thought the other must have died in the shell hole.

This week, for the first time in 60 years, the two 65th Division Infantry veterans will see each other again. Frenier, 79, is driving up from Yardley, Pa., to visit Morfino, 80, in Milford. They plan to meet today or tomorrow.

Morfino and Frenier were members of the 259th Regiment, F Company, in the 65th Division, nicknamed the Battle-axe Division for its distinctive emblem. 

The two men met in 1944 on a troop transport train, going from training at Camp Shelby, Miss., to Camp Shanks, N.Y.

Morfino, then a 19-year-old from Detroit, and Frenier sat together on the train. While they each spent most of the ride thinking about their deployment, Morfino remembers that as the train passed through Bristol, Pa., Frenier told him they were only three miles from his home.

Off to war

In January 1945, after deploying from New York Harbor for a two-week trip across the Atlantic, the 65th Division landed in Le Havre, France. After all their training and travel, Morfino and Frenier would see only one day of heavy combat. 

At 0600 on March 18, 1945, the 65th was dispatched to the Siegfried Line, a crucial line of defense also known as Germany's West Wall.

The first squad, including Frenier, took the lead position in disabling a pillbox, a concrete fortification with walls 12 feet thick. German soldiers were firing a machine gun through a slot in one of these walls.

Frenier was chosen to lay a 40-pound pole charge on the pillbox. Morfino, in the third squad, remembers hearing it detonate.

"After that went off, our sergeant hollered, 'Charge!'" Morfino said. "After that, all heck broke loose."

Frenier tossed a grenade into the machine-gun slot, disabling the gun, and ran past the pillbox up a steep hill under heavy mortar fire. Near the top of the hill, he jumped into a shell hole - an oblong dent in the ground about eight feet across.

A few minutes later, Morfino dropped into the shell hole on his left. This was the first time Frenier had seen his friend since the train ride from Camp Shelby. The earsplitting sound of machine guns, grenades and mortars drowned out anything they might have had to say.

Frenier still had his rifle, but Morfino was out of ammunition.

"I had used up all my grenades, I had shot all of my bullets and I had nothing left but to hope it didn't come to hand-to-hand combat with bayonets," Morfino said.

Just before an explosion knocked him unconscious, he saw that Frenier was wounded.

"His left shoulder was full of blood, and I think there was some on his right one, too," Morfino said. "After that, the lights went out for me."

One of his platoon buddies, Walter Ceparsky, picked him up and carried him to safety. Morfino was driven by night ambulance to an evacuation airfield.

Assumed KIA

For several months, Morfino recuperated in an English hospital. Frenier spent 11 months hospitalized in France, England and finally New Jersey, where he underwent several operations. Both assumed that the other had died.

While Morfino believes it was a mortar that knocked him out, Frenier says it was a grenade.

"Three grenades came in on us, and Ben was brave enough to throw one out," Frenier said. "But two of them went off."

Frenier was wounded in both arms and one leg by grenade shrapnel. The grenade, he said, "blew my rifle right out of my hands."

After the explosion, Frenier continued, "I was so scared that I scrambled out of the shell hole and ran to another shell hole under fire. But when I jumped in the hole, I fell face down on a dead body." 

He jumped back out and ran to a trench, where he found two of his platoon buddies. Seeing that he was badly wounded, one of the men, Robert Anderson, took him back to the aid station, guiding him through a deep trench and over the bodies of fallen soldiers.

Morfino was discharged from the Army in June 1946. Like many veterans, he has had recurring dreams about the war. These dreams, he said, were one reason why he remembered Frenier over the next 60 years.

Unexpected call

In January 2004, Frenier ran into Anthony Obert-Thorn, a fellow member of the 65th Division. Obert-Thorn told him about the 65th's semi-annual magazine, the 65th Halbert. Frenier called the editor to request a copy. 

When his friend's name appeared in the Halbert's summer 2005 issue, Morfino also called Sandage, who gave him Frenier's phone number.

He had been trying to find Frenier for years, Morfino said, on the off chance that he had survived the Siegfried Line assault.

Although he remembered him vividly, Morfino had never known Frenier's first name. When he called, he asked if he was the same Frenier who had been wounded alongside him in Germany.

When he realized who Morfino was, Frenier said, "I had to hang on to my chair."

"He said, 'I don't believe this, you made my day,'" Morfino said. "Well, Leon, you made my day too, because you don't know how many times I tried to find you."

Morfino said that during Frenier's visit, he expects they will talk about their war experiences and other men they knew in the 65th Division.

"I would never, ever trade any of my experiences for anything," Morfino said. "These experiences are going to stay with me the rest of my life, and I never want to do them again. And I never want anyone else to have to do them again, either."
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