
 

 



 

Fred E. Speiss 
 

The 50th anniversary of the end of World War II was recently celebrated. This paper 
is continuing to reprint articles about local people who served during the war. 

Fred Speiss joined the 153rd Cavalry Brigade Headquarters of the Wisconsin 
National Guard in June 1938. 

In October, 1939, the 32nd Division was activated, and the National Guard became 
part of it. 

Speiss was assigned to the 127th Infantry Regiment, the most decorated regiment in 
the U.S. Army. 

The 32nd went to Alexandria, La., where it spent 1 1/2 years building the map and 
training. In 1940, the division went on maneuvers in the Carolinas before being sent to Fort 
Devons, Mass., to prepare to embark for the European Theatre. Orders were changed, and 
it went to San Francisco and embarked for Australia instead. The trip was in May 1942, 
when the Japanese decided to capture New Caledonia. 

The American fleet surprised the Japanese south of Guadalcanal, and the vicious 
Battle of the Coral Sea began. The convoy which included the 32nd Division was guarded 
by only two destroyers and two destroyer escorts. The convoy scattered. Enemy 
submarines were everywhere, and they followed the transports all the way to Adelaide. 



Three months were spent unloading and hauling supplies by donkey (darts and 
narrow gauge railroad to Townsville. September, 1942, the men of the division were in Port 
Moresby, British New Guinea, which the Austrailians held. 

The Japanese had captured the entire north shore of New Guinea and bombed Port 
Moresby and Darwin, Australia, every night. The enemy forces desperately wanted to 
capture Port Moresby via the Kokoda Trail over the Owen Stanley Mountains from Buna. 
They got within 30 miles of their goal when they were decimated by mortar fire from 
Australian and American soldiers. 

The 127th Infantry was the first American forces in combat and the first to capture a 
Japanese soldier. Speiss was the point man on the lead platoon. The 125th and 128th 
Regiments were almost wiped out, but they were rebuilt using artillery personnel, only to be 
destroyed. Malaria, Genhue fever, jungle rot fungus and even elephantitis hampered the 
Allied forces. 

In a short time, the enemy was exhausted, had no food or supplies and were 
suffering from dysentery and malaria but still fought a violent battle. Buna fell Dec. 14, 
1942, to the Aussies and Yanks. By the time they reached Buna, Speiss had earned 
sergeant first class, was the senior member of the First Battalion of the 127th Regiment and 
had earned a Bronze Star. He led a platoon in reconnaissance and intelligence missions. 
The 32nd captured Dobadura, Buna, Milne Bay, Salamaua, Lae, Markham Valley, Hollandia 
and Biak. 

At the Orenamore River, Speiss estimated 87,000 Japanese charged the American 
positions. This was not the most important battle, but did have the greatest number of 
combatants involved. The Japs did penetrate the American lines, but were so mauled, they 
were immediately forced back. The river ran red, and enemy bodies dammed up the water. 
Speiss was wounded in the face by a mortar shell at Markham Valley. His second wound 
was at Hollandia, again by mortar fire on both hands. 

After taking Biak, the 32nd returned to Hollandia, where it stayed three months 
before playing a major role in the invasion of Layet, Philippines. Again the 127th Infantry 
was the first to land at Tacloban and the first in battle. Speiss received a Silver Star for 
action at "Saw Mill Bridge" in the Ormoc Corridor. Several times he turned down field 
commissions. 

The 32nd Division left Tacloban by ship for Lingayen Gulf, landing at San Fabian. It 
fought its way south on Luzon to Manila. In Manila, the 127th rescued the women prisoners 
of war who were being held at San Tomas University (then a walled prison). It held several 
hundred military nurses, school teachers and civilians (American, French, Spanish and 
Filipino). 

The 126th regiment rescued the U.S. defenders captured on Bataan and 



 Corregidor and held at Bilibid Prison. Almost all of these people weighed less than 90 
pounds. The 32nd returned to Lingayen Gulf at Bauang and fought their way up the 
mountain to Baguio. 

One night Speiss and his platoon of 31 men destroyed 27 enemy tanks. He was in 
Baguio twice on reconnaissance missions before he was wounded for the third time, a 
bayonet through the thigh. The 32nd returned to San Fabian and prepared for the invasion 
of Japan. The atomic bomb changed that. It did land on Japan shortly after VJ Day, not 
knowing what to expect. Everything was quiet, though. Thirty-one days later, Speiss 
returned to the United States. The 32nd Division had spent more than two years in 
continuous combat, the longest of any division in American history. 

Speiss was awarded the Silver Star, the Bronze Star with two oak leaf clusters, the 
Purple Heart with two oak leaf clusters, the Presidential Unit Citation with two oak leaf 
clusters, the Asiatic-Pacific Campaign with seven gold battle stars, the Philippine 
Liberation with one battle star, the Good Conduct, American Defense, American Service 
and World War II Victory Medals, the Combat Infantrymen badge and the Expert Pistol and 
Rifle badges. 

He stayed in the regular army and served 13 years in Germany as a reconnaissance 
and intelligence specialist. He received the Army of Occupation (Germany) medal for the 
first part of this service. He was in the First Infantry Division,7th Army. 

A 13-month hitch was spent in Korea during that conflict. He served with three 
outfits: the First Cavalry, the 24th Infantry Division and the I Corps. He fought from Puson to 
Seoul, always in reconnaissance. The political interruptions, lack of flexibility and limited 
access to finances and personnel made it a difficult war. He earned the Korean Campaign 
medal and another cluster on his Presidential Unit Citation. 

Speiss was sent to Vietnam twice. The first time was for 13 months in 1958-59 as an 
adviser in the field of reconnaissance. He was an unofficial combat for teaching purposes. 
The second hitch was in 1962-63 when he was in combat with a reconnaissance and 
intelligence platoon. He was in the field continuously and served in numerous brigades. He 
received the Vietnam Campaign and Vietnam Service medals and two more oak leaf 
clusters on his Presidential Unit Citation. 

The last 2 1/2 years of his career was spent at the Army Radar Engineering School at 
El Paso, Texa, 18 months of this as an instructor. 

Sgt. Speiss retired after more than 22 years of service June 30, 1965. 


