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Alfred H. Kent, Co. G 411th
I was born in Boone, North Carolina but we were living in Winter Park, Florida
when I heard about the bombing of Pearl Harbor on the radio. I was ready to graduate
from high school in less than a year and my appeal for a six month deferral was granted. I
recognized only one other guy on the bus which took us to Camp Blanding in Florida.
From there, I was sent to Fort McClellan, Alabama for Basic Training; mostly drilling
and physical fitness. There were five of us who took a test and qualified for ASTP, a
comprehensive two year college program.
After Completing ASTP at Texas A&M, I went to Camp Howze, TX and was
assigned to G Co., 411 Regt., 103d Infantry Division. There were probably 800 men at
that Infantry Training Facility. We eventually went to New York to be processed to go
overseas. Our troop transport was an Italian Luxury Liner called the Countess of Savoy,
which was reconstructed to function as a troop ship. There were three layers of canvas
cots in the hold where we slept. Escort ships protected the transports all the way to
Marseilles. It would scare us to death when we heard the escort ships sound their horns.
Fortunately, we never had a problem with the enemy on our trip.
The ocean liner was too big to go to the docks at Marseilles so we went to shore
in D.U.K.W.s that could carry fifty or sixty soldiers. We were loaded on trucks and
driven five or six miles out of town to an old Swiss Army Campground. They would
truck us back down to the docks to reassemble the vehicles, turn the motors, shake the
batteries, etc. When we were finished a driver requisitioned the vehicle and drove it back
to his unit. Sometimes at night when we were in our pup tents the Germans would bomb
the harbor.
We were transported by truck into the mountains. We traveled through the
mountains on “troop trains,” formally French deluxe style passenger trains,
approximately 60 men to a car. We were teased because of the comfort of our “tourist
style trip.”

On November 16th, 1944, in La Bolle, France, in the Vosges Mountains, I was
wounded by enemy fire and received a Purple Heart. We had stopped for the night close
to the front and I was lying on my stomach. Thick woods surrounded our position and we
began taking fire with such intensity it seemed like a swarm of flies. We had tracers and
detected the position of the Germans but they were hitting us hard, wounding many of
our soldiers. I was behind a tree, on the ground, when a limb was dislodged by fire
power from the enemy and it fell on my legs. In addition, I was wounded in my mid
thigh by shrapnel from a German 88mm. Medics dressed my wound and laid me in a
foxhole with another wounded soldier, who was having trouble breathing. The soldier’s
name was Sergeant Fuhr. While I was waiting to be transported away from the action I
was able in that very small space to apply pressure to his chest wound. He also survived
his wound. They operated on my leg in a field hospital which was overcome with
wounded men. After two months I returned to my same unit, platoon, and mortar squad.
I rejoined the outfit as a jeep driver for the 4th Platoon, 411th. The Germans had
backed off and we were on the move toward Schillersdorf. The first time I dug a foxhole
was in Schillersdorf, France. Sometimes we used abandoned German foxholes instead of
digging new ones. I was a driver in the tactical convoy but at one point we got off the
trucks and marched through an area not knowing whether the Germans were there or not.
Our march led us to Landsberg concentration camp which we liberated. The barbed wire
gave me the impression of an animal pen. I used my hatchet to break the padlock.
We gave the prisoners food and medical attention. The poor sanitation, the
stench, and the sight of so many dead, as well as the dying men and women proved
overwhelming. They seemed like walking zombies and were terrified even of us. The
Americans had established camps where we could take the people to receive treatment
but they resisted; we could understand the lack of trust.
I was in Salzburg, Austria when the Japanese surrendered. I had been transferred
to the 2nd Chemical Mortar Bn. in July 1945 and was waiting to be sent to the Pacific.
Instead, I was sent home and discharged in March, 1946 with the rank of Pvt. First Class.
I initially worked for a wonderful man who owned a dairy; I dug up Palmettos. I
eventually went back to school.
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I was admitted to Duke University Undergraduate School in Pre-Med and
graduated in ’49. I had also taken an examination to get into ROTC.
It was generally tough to be accepted to Medical School; we went before the
Medical School Admissions Committee of Professors. My “rival,” Willie Evans, was
called in before me and I thought I would not have a chance. During my interview, one
of the professors of surgery asked me some questions about my experience in WWII. He
asked me if I could describe a “mermite can.” I described it to him. This professor was
really down to earth; he had asked me about the can because he had invented it! His
invention was a large, insulated can, similar to a road side trash can. It had properties like
a thermos; it would hold heat or cold. He also asked what I thought of this can. I said it
was “God’s gift to the frontline soldier!” I think my answer earned me a few points!
This committee member had worked in the food service area during medical school and
was inspired to invent this mermite can.
(I had been concerned that Willie Evans might fair better because he was
interviewed ahead of me. As it turned out they asked Willie to explain how the scientists
went from a lump of coal to the Atomic Bomb!)
The committee had no more questions for me. This committee was the jury. You
were in or you weren’t in. I received my M.D from Duke University in ‘53 and became a
thoracic surgeon. I am now retired.
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Alfred H. Kent '49, M.D. '53

Lifesaver: Kent came to rescue of gravely injured sergeant.

Kent was assigned to the U.S. Army's 103rd Infantry Division. Several years ago, he wrote an essay
for a compilation by 103rd Division officers. This excerpt is an account of an incident that took place
the morning of November 16, 1944, in La Bolle, France, when he was wounded by enemy fire. The
battle, part of a winter offensive through the Vosges Mountains, was the 103rd's first combat
operation. Kent is a retired thoracic surgeon and lives in Auburn, Alabama.
Our medics were overwhelmed by the number of wounded. Finally, there was a pause in the enemy
fire, and two medics dressed my wound and carried me about a hundred feet to a foxhole. A few
minutes later the medics dumped a second wounded man in on top of me. He had a sucking chest
wound, and it was difficult for him to breathe. We were wedged together on our sides. I was able to
pull his shirts up and put my hand over the hole in his chest. He coughed a lot but eventually began to
breathe more easily. He was Sergeant Fuhr.
We were to stay wedged in that small hole all the rest of that day and all night.
At some point, he became convinced that he would not survive. He made me swear that I would
take his wedding band and return it to his wife and tell her all that had happened. I reassured him as
well as I could, but I wasn't so damn sure myself that he would survive.
We were finally taken out of the hole and moved to an aid station a little over twenty-five hours after
being wounded. Eventually, we were both evacuated to field hospitals for surgery, and we both
survived.
Fuhr died a few years ago, but his family told me that he related the story of his wound and my
efforts to help him many times. They said he credited me with saving his life.
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Kent was assigned to the U.S. Army's 103rd Infantry Division. Several years ago, he
wrote an essay for a compilation by 103rd Division officers. This excerpt is an account of
an incident that took place the morning of November 16, 1944, in La Bolle, France, when
he was wounded by enemy fire. The battle, part of a winter offensive through the Vosges
Mountains, was the 103rd's first combat operation. Kent is a retired thoracic surgeon and
lives in Auburn, Alabama.
Our medics were overwhelmed by the number of wounded. Finally, there was a pause in
the enemy fire, and two medics dressed my wound and carried me about a hundred feet to
a foxhole. A few minutes later the medics dumped a second wounded man in on top of
me. He had a sucking chest wound, and it was difficult for him to breathe. We were
wedged together on our sides. I was able to pull his shirts up and put my hand over the
hole in his chest. He coughed a lot but eventually began to breathe more easily. He was
Sergeant Fuhr.
We were to stay wedged in that small hole all the rest of that day and all night.
At some point, he became convinced that he would not survive. He made me swear that I
would take his wedding band and return it to his wife and tell her all that had happened. I
reassured him as well as I could, but I wasn't so damn sure myself that he would survive.
We were finally taken out of the hole and moved to an aid station a little over twenty-five
hours after being wounded. Eventually, we were both evacuated to field hospitals for
surgery, and we both survived.
Fuhr died a few years ago, but his family told me that he related the story of his wound
and my efforts to help him many times. They said he credited me with saving his life.
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