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“The World Must Be Made Safe For Democracy” 

Statement by President Woodrow Wilson, 2 April 1917 during his address 
to Congress asking for a declaration of war against Germany 

 
[Continued from the Winter 2018 issue] 

by D. Lindstrom 
 

Members of the Oregon National Guard and regulars 
from Fort Stevens, which included men from Washington 
State, were assigned to the 65th and 69th Artillery, Coast 
Artillery Corps.  After initial training, these newly formed 
regiments embarked for France from San Francisco.  In the 
City by the Bay, they were joined by National Guardsmen 
and regular coast artillerymen from California.   

Our story concerns the 65th Coast Artillery regiment 
because the character we are following, Corporal John 
Ferguson from Coos Bay, Oregon, was part of it.  During his 
early days in France, he was assigned to the regimental 
headquarters and tasked with payroll and equipment 
inventories.   

WWI troops training on the beach at Fort Stevens 
 
John Ferguson explained in his diary that the 65th Coast 

Artillery had barely settled in Limoges, located in south-
central France, when in early May its three Battalions were 
sent to various, close by locations.  The 2nd Battalion, of 

which John was a part, traveled twelve miles by truck to 
Pierre Buffiere.   

However, for John, things were a bit different.  He, 
being conscientious, came to the attention of his 
commanding officers.  Interestingly, it was during this time 
period that 2nd Lt. Harrison Clippert, whom we met in part 
I, participated on the board commissioned to determine 
which candidates were best qualified to take examinations 
leading to enrollment in the artillery school.  A French 
artillery officer, apparently a member of the same board, 
personally interviewed John.  Along with a number of 
other officer candidates, he was sent off to the Saumar 
Artillery School in western France to learn the science of 
artillery.  John’s challenge was to complete the course, 
pass all the tests, and be sworn in as a 2nd Lieutenant.   

As an aside, in 1914 when war broke out in Europe, the 
American Army consisted of 98,000 men and 27,000 
National Guard members.  With the introduction of 
conscription, the Army rose to 140,000 men.  By 1918 
there were over a million American troops in France.  
Needless to say, the need for officers was critical and due 
to the emergency, much of training was delayed until the 
Americans arrived in France. 

John Ferguson recorded that early in his course he took 
lessons in equitation and map reading.  While learning to 
locate battery positions and draw detailed maps of their 
locations, the students were often brought forward while 



75mm, and sometimes 155mm guns fired behind them. 
While their shells whistled overhead, their task was to 
record where they landed.  Next, the candidates learned 
how and where to locate observation posts.  As the course 
progressed, the students were schooled in telephones.  
They learned how to establish secure phone lines between 
the guns and their observation and battery command 
stations.  (Now days the task is accomplished by a 
computer fastened to, say a 150mm howitzer gun carriage, 
with transmission from the rear via FM signals.)  Thus for 
John and his companions, phone repair was important.  
Once the candidates were give a box full of broken phones 
and tasked with fixing all of them and establishing an all-
points communications system.  

 
Meanwhile, for the record, the 2nd Battalion’s Battery C 

was manned by the Oregon National Guard and Battery D 
consisted of regular Coast Artillery personnel from Harbor 
Defenses of the Columbia whose headquarters was at Fort 
Stevens, Oregon.  Battery C was assigned four 9.2 Mark II 
howitzers with a range of 12,000 meters (13,000 yards), 
and Battery D was given four 9.2 Mark I howitzers, having 
a range of 9,300 meters (10,000 yards).  Additionally, each 
battery was assigned trucks to bring up ammunition and 
Holt treaded tractors to pull the howitzers.  These pieces 
needed three separate trailers to transport all the 
equipment.  It was quite an impressive, clunky, noisy, and 
slow caravan.  (In the beginning, horses provided the “pull 
power.”)  Stealth was out of the question. 

As August approached, the 2nd Battalion was moved 
from Pierre Buffere to Donjeux and by mid August the 
guns were unloaded at nearby Wassey, located in eastern-
central France.  It was here that Col. Harry T. Matthews, 
CAC, inspected the Battalion and declared it fit for duty 
and on August 26, the Battalion was ordered to the front.  
By the end of the month the 2nd Battalion arrived at Toule 
and assigned to the left bank of the Mosselle River.  The 
headquarters for the 82nd Division and the 327th Infantry 
were in this general area.  The Battery D guns were 
emplaced on the line of resistance for the infantry (the line 
of resistance is the most important position for the 
army…it consists of a variety of emplacements, all spread 
out).  Battery C guns, having longer range, were behind the 
reserve line of the infantry who at that time were holding 
the line.  It was during this time period when the batteries 
suffered a long delay in the arrival of ammunition.  The 
relatively close by railroad tracks to be used for shipping 
the ordnance, were destroyed.  Consequently, a slow 
moving truck train, traveling only at night, was substituted.   

Behind the lines John Ferguson continued his officers 
training.  As he was wrapping up his final exams, he and 
his fellow soldiers were treated to a talk by Julius 
Rosenwald, leader and part owner of Sears Roebuck and a 
wealthy philanthropist.  He was a member of the Council 
of National Defense, organized by President Wilson.  His 
purpose in traveling to France was to encourage the 

troops.  In his possession were letters from governors of 
almost every state in the Union.  John thought he did a 
pretty good job.   

September was a great month for John and his friends.  
They got paid for several months and celebrated by going 
out to eat a huge meal that include, YES, French Fries!!  
Even better, John passed all his exams and as of October 1, 
1918 he was a 2nd Lieutenant.   

The 3rd Battalion, consisting of Batteries E and F was 
held back and continued their training exercises.  The men 
of Battery E were principally from Fort Stevens and those 
of Battery F represented Fort Warden, Washington.   

Earlier, 2nd Lt. Harrison Clippert was assigned to the 3rd 
Battalion as their transportation officer.  During the 
Battalion’s “quiet days,” he received orders to “paint out 
the 65th CAC figures and letters from all truck bumpers, 
radiators, side boards within 24 hours.”  This also included 
the large, white bear painted on the truck sides.  It was to 
be repainted forward and lower.  It is assumed that the 1st 
and 2nd Battalions received the same orders.  The attempt 
was no doubt to make it more difficult for the Germans to 
identify group movements, while enabling American and 
French troops to recognize them for who they were.  Easy 
identification was necessary as the battalions moved 
frequently from location to location. 

 
A MKI 9.2 howitzer. 
At the front, the   
British called it 
MOTHER.  It’s not 
known if the American 
65th Artillery called it 
by that name or not. 
ã IWM (ORD 180) 

 
 

 
However, things were a little different for the fighting 

batteries of the 1st and 2nd Battalions.  Batteries A and B of 
the 1st Battalion, consisted of regulars from San Diego and 
California National Guard, CAC.  They, along with the 2nd 
Battalion, were brought up to the front lines.   

The 1st Battalion arrived at the front several weeks 
after the 2nd.  By September 11, the Batteries A and B had 
positioned their guns at Manoville, and ammunition was 
brought up.  At 1:30 AM the next day the guns began to 
roar, and the bombardment of the German lines continued 
until 7:00 AM that morning.  Ten days later they were 
positioned Vraincourt.  After a wait of six days, the guns 
once again fired at the enemy.  This time, the targets were 
recorded as three dugouts, four machine gun nests, a 
trench, and four crossroads…706 shells were fired.   

On September 12, the same day that the 1st Battalion 
commenced fire, the 2nd Battalion also opened up.  
Batteries C and D began firing at 1:00 AM and held sway 
until noon.  They kept up the attack with intermittent 



shelling through September 14.  As the guns were moved 
to new positions, they came under fire from German 
emplacements, but they arrived without either damage or 
casualties.  While the gun crews were waiting for the 
ammunition truck trains to arrive, the Germans 
desperately shelled the roads they were to travel on, but 
without success.  As it was, on September 26, the 2nd 
Battalion participated in the tail end of a major battle at 
St. Mihiel.  Battery C fired 234 rounds and Battery D fired 
462 rounds.   

They were trying to take out a German battery of 
210mm guns giving trouble to the 1st Army.  The first salvo 
was over and to the right, the second salvo probably set 
powder on fire, and the third salvo?  Well, the report was, 
“BATTERY DESTROYED!”  The engagement wasn’t without 
some anxious moments.  A German shell struck near 
Battery D’s position slightly wounding several soldiers. 
These men removed the burning charges with their own 
hands, thus preventing a real disaster as a box of fuses lay 
nearby  (The 1st Army:  Established in France during World 
War I after sufficient numbers of men had arrived.  After 
the war, it was located in New York.  It remained a “paper 
army” until World War II.)  

A Holt tractor that pulled three trailers needed to haul 
each 9.2 howitzer around.  Maybe they are Oregonians! 
 
The Battalion received a letter of commendation from 

Col. J. F. Howell, CAC. a well known coast artilleryman 
from the East Coast.  However, the 2nd Battalion wasn’t 
done performing the impossible.  The battalion moved 
62.5 miles in four days with its slow moving, clanking Holt 
tractors pulling long lines of trailers hauling the 9.2 mm 
guns and noisy liberty trucks loaded with ammunition 
from St. Mihiel to Domobasle.  They traveled over difficult 
roads only at night.  It was noted as “an impossible feat.”  
Once in position, German planes shot down numerous 
Allied observation balloons but to no avail.  It seemed 
nothing could stop the Americans.  “All objectives were 
fired upon with entire success.” Tough men, those 
Oregonians were! 

October 1918 was the beginning of the end for the 
Germans.  Their spring offensive was crumbling in front of 
fresh, advancing American troops and the 17th French 

Army Corps.  John Ferguson was sent to another training 
program, and he was anxious about whether or not he 
would ever see real action.  He wrote that the October 13, 
Sunday papers reported that President Wilson reacted 
favorably to Germany’s feelers for an armistice. 

Within a day of each other, October 4, and 5, the 1st 
and 2nd Battalion were ordered to Verdun.  Within four 
days Batteries A, B, C, and D were firing on enemy 
positions.  The Germans returned heavy fire with little 
damage.  However, several medical corpsmen were 
wounded.  After the other batteries became quiet, Battery 
C continued the onslaught with intermittent fire.  The 
German’s continued to retaliate, but with little success.  
Once Battery C moved to a new position, the German’s 
aim became a little better.  They blew up one of the 9.2 
howitzers and several projectiles…still no casualties.  While 
the 1st Battalion remained somewhat stationary for a few 
days, by October 18, 1918 the 2nd Battalion had moved to 
the East Bank of the Meuse -a famous French 
battleground.  Here the battalion supported the 17th 
French Army Corps in a tough situation.  “The Germans 
were unusually active…one of the more difficult battles 
the Battalion was in…American soldiers were cool, 
precise…they seemed to know what to do at every 
position he [the Germans] might be occupying.” 

On October 19, under heavy enemy shelling, the 2nd 
Battalion departed for Bois De Forges, by the Meuse River.  
They reached their destination the next day and began 
firing on Oct. 21.  The batteries were shelling German 
positions in support of the American 26th Division to the 
right and the 29th Division on the left.  As in the recent 
past, they were under the direction of the 17th French 
Army Corps.  By October 23, the 1st Battalion had arrived 
at the same location with their 9.2 howitzers blazing away. 

By October 24, the 2nd Battalion had moved to Fleville.  
As Battery D was preparing their positions, the Germans 
were shooting up the town.  Their relentless attack was 
most intense over the 29th and 30th.  The battery 
experienced 75 cans of powder blown up.  Next, the 1st 
Battalion was traveling to nearby Sannac and on October 
29, began firing their guns. 

Meanwhile, John observed that his schooling was 
deteriorating and coming to an abrupt end.  He wrote, 
“Hope we get to see some action.  It may not be so, but 
Dame Rumor has it that we are going to the front tout de 
suite.”   

By October 29, the 2nd Battalion arrived at Grand Pre 
Gap, where heavy fighting took place up to the day the 
war ended.  Finally, the 3rd Battalion found action at Point 
du Mons.  Between November 8 and 11, Battery E fired 
142 rounds and Battery F fired 63 rounds.  They claimed 
good results, but the ones fired on the 11th, the day 
Germany accepted President Wilson’s terms, weren’t 
recorded.  And John?  Well, he was finishing up an exam 
and boarding a train.  Was it headed to the front?  [To be 
continued.] 



The Mystery Of The Bear On The Shoulder Patch Worn By The 65th Artillery, Coast Artillery Corps 
 
Evidence suggests that after arriving in France, members of the 65th Coast Artillery had the outline of a bear sewn 
over their 1st Army shoulder patch.  The first alert about it came from the Clippert papers used for this series of 
articles.  Under orders, the bear, along with other 65th CAC insignia, was removed from prominent places on the 
trucks and replaced with a small bear on the lower frame near the radiator.  In further checking on Internet, the 
US Militaria Forum reports that the inspiration for the bear may have come from the 65th CAC, 1 Battalion which 
was principally from California.  So, there was speculation that the bear idea originated from the Californians.  The 
WWI Research Institute tells the story of a soldier in Battery D and E of the 65th, both of which were from Fort 
Stevens, Oregon, as wearing the patch.  While its certain that Californians would approve of the bear, it’s fun to 
think that the Oregonians really pushed it.  Here’s why: The photo to the left is one of several showing a pet bear 

at Fort Stevens during 1917 when training for duty in France was 
underway.  The photo of the altered 1st Army patch is found on the WWI 
Study Institute web site.  In this photo, it’s easy to see that the outline of 
the bear is hand made and sewn over the top of the regular patch.  This 
author is fairly certain that once home, it had to be removed…we shall see.  
As it was, the 65th CAC was somewhat of an independent organization.  
Over a short span of time they moved quickly from zone to zone, and an 

official unit history was never written about their service in France.   
Regarding sources for this issue’s article:  Many thanks to the Bentley Historical Library, University of Michigan who facilitated study of the 
Clippert Family Papers 1863-1962.  The John Ferguson diary and the accompanying photos, unless noted, are located in the Fort Stevens State 
Park Archives, Oregon Parks and Recreation Department.  The iconic Hanft book, Fort Stevens, was most useful.  Various web sites were also 
visited.  The author takes full responsibility for any 

errors and omissions. 

A drill somewhere within the Harbor Defenses of   H. Wade LeRoy, gun commander, Battery E, 65th  
The Columbia, 1917.      Artillery, CAC, Fort Stevens, Fall 1917. 
 

 
 
Formation at Fort Stevens, 1917 
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