‘THE GREATEST GENERATION’

“ONE OF CULLMAN COUNTY’S OWN”
SSgt. Lelton H. Pittman, US Army (Squad Leader)
Company B, 1st Infantry Regiment, Sixth Infantry Division, US Army
Asiatic Pacific Theater of Operations (New Guinea / Luzon, Philippines)
On January 9th, 1945, during the first hours of the amphibious assault on the
island of Luzon, in the Philippines, with his commanding officers either dead, wounded,
or missing in action, Buck Private Lelton Pittman, a Cullman County native, assumed
command of a squad of soldiers and led the
advance to secure a position far forward of
the rest of their company’s objective, for
which he received an immediate battlefield
promotion to Staff Sergeant, as well as, the
appointment as squad leader, which he held
throughout the remainder of his service.
At the time of the following radio
interview with NBC War Correspondent Ross
McConnell, SSgt. Pittman’s squad was
engaged, both on and behind Japanese lines,
in and around the mountainous region of
northern Luzon.

“FROM THE PACIFIC” radio interview,
on August 2nd, 1945:
M’CONNELL: This is Ross McConnell reporting
over the GEE EYE microphone in Manila. Getting
food and ammunition to our soldiers in
mountainous areas is a difficult and important
task. In many cases supplies have to be carried by
hand…and by head.
The Sixth Division is using those methods
in fighting its way toward a town called Bontoc…in
Northern Luzon. Brought from the front line to
the microphone is a sergeant who has seen a lot of
SSgt. Pittman (standing), Luzon 1945
fighting. He is Lelton Pittman whose home is at Crane Hill in Alabama. In civilian life, he
studied for the ministry. Sergeant Pittman was in charge of a carrying party…when it was
ambushed by the Japs. Sergeant…can you tell us about that ambush?
PITTMAN: Our party was moving up the trail…when I heard some American M-1 rifles
firing. At first I thought they were my own boys in the squad. We started back down to see
what was happening. Just as the first aid man and a Browning automatic rifleman went
around a cut in the trail the Japs opened up…using those M-1’s we had heard. We ran for
cover. The B.A.R. man and some riflemen got into position and silenced the Japs.

M’CONNELL: Where did the Japs get those American rifles, Sergeant?
PITTMAN: They had been dropped by parachute to guerrilla forces, but the Japs got them
first.
M’CONNELL: How many casualties did you have?
PITTMAN: One of our men was killed and two wounded. In one case a man was wounded, but
didn’t know it. When he hit the ground, a bullet went through his left pocket. Another boy
later told him about the hole and warned him that he was about to lose his pocket knife. It
wasn’t until then that he noticed that a bullet had grazed him. He was quite embarrassed
when he was told that he’d get a purple heart for such a slight wound.
M’CONNELL: There was a more serious note in that engagement. The two badly wounded
men needed blood plasma. It was dropped to them by a cub plane in 3 hours. The dead man
was buried…and two litters bearing the wounded were added to the carrying party.
Sergeant…in transporting those supplies…what sort of native help did you have?
PITTMAN: We use native men and women…the Ifugao tribe.
M’CONNELL: Women? ...how do they compare with the men in carrying power?
PITTMAN: The women are better. They travel farther in less time than the men…and they
carry just as heavy a load.
M’CONNELL: How do you account for that?
PITTMAN: Well, it seems to be the custom in that mountain area. The men do the hunting
and fishing…while the women do the work.
M’CONNELL: Sounds like the American Indians. Getting back to that forced march…how
long did it take to cover those twelve and a half steep, twisting miles?
PITTMAN: We made it in a day and a half…including wiping out the Jap ambush and two
other skirmishes.
M’CONNELL: Did you have any other close calls?
PITTMAN: In another action we were pinned down by Jap fire. I sent a man with a bazooka
up near their position. He fired four rounds. And our rifle grenadiers sent some grenades
into the Japs. After that there was no more enemy sniping. …and we got our stuff through.
M’CONNELL: That is just one incident of what our boys go through to get food and
ammunition through jungles and over mountains to the front lines. Thank you, Sergeant
Pittman of Crane Hill, Alabama, for your story. We return you to San Francisco.
A recipient of the Bronze Star Medal for valor, SSgt. Pittman returned home
to Cullman County, after the war, and went back to work right alongside of his father
Carl Pittman at the family’s cotton gin and sawmill, in Crane Hill. In January of 1946,
he married Margaret Clay, also of Crane Hill, and started a family. Thanks to the GI
Bill, he was able to attend Howard College (now Samford University) in Birmingham,
graduating in 1952. After a long and prosperous career with Grolier Publishing
Company, he retired in 1990. His remaining years, he spent gardening.
On February 18th, 1999, Lelton H. Pittman was laid to rest, with full military
honors, in Good Hope Cemetery, in Crane Hill, within sight of his boyhood home. Of
the many accomplishments in his life, the service he rendered to his country was one
that he was proudest of.
- Barry D. Jennings
Cohutta, Georgia

