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Greene County Gleanings 
by Raymond Beecher 

On a Tuesday evening in March 
of 1919, the Greene County Society 
in the City of New York held its 
annual banquet at Hotel Astor. 
Among the several persons on the 
program were soloist H.M.C. Ved
der, Fred E. Craigie, Harding 
Showers and Corporal Courtney 
Wooster Tolley. The latter was a 
"special feature" telling the story of 
his "Lost Battalion." 

This special speaker had strong 
ties to Greene County, his earliest 
forebear in this country being Dr. 
John Frederick Tolley born in Elec
torate of Hanover and coming to 
America in 1753. fu time he would 
purchase 500 acres of land in the 
Loonenburg Patent. Descendant 
Courtney grew up in Cairo, being 
graduated from that public school 
system. As a young adult he went 
into business operating a high-class 
shoe store in the Richmond Hill 
area. With the United States declar
ing war on Germany, Courtney W. 
Tolley was one of the single young 
men called up for the American Ex
peditionary Force. After brief in
duction training at Camp Upton 
base, he soon found himself on the 
high seas bound for England and 
then, after more training, headed for 
France. 

This past month, Tolley's 
daughter-in-law, Mrs. William W . . 
Tolley of Wisconsin, deposited 
with the Vedder Memorial Library 
Courtney Tolley's collection of per
sonal letters written from the mili
tary service, newspapers with war 
news, and a bulging scrapbook 
covering WWI as it affected his life 
and times. 

The numerous letters, mostly 
written to his girlfriend of Green
ville and New York (Margaret 
Stevens), spell out in graphic detail 
the daily routine of the infantry sol
dier. Scrounging for better food, in
cluding fresh milk and eggs from 
French farmers, attempting to main
tain a limited measure of personal 
hygiene under field combat condi
tions were all topics which usually 
passed the censor's pen. The gas 
mask was a constant companion. 

Mail was delivered irregularly what 
with the Battalion frequently on the 
move. 

Tolley, in Company D, 306th 
Machine Gun Battalion, suddenly 
found himself in some of the most 
intense fighting of WWI. On the 
night of Oct. 2, 1918, his battalion 
commanded by Major Charles 
Whittlesey was ordered to advance 
and hold a position in the Argonne 
Forest. Facing daily German at
tacks, the battalion at one time was 
almost completely surrounded. Ex
pecting early reinforcements, they 
took one day's supply of food and 
limited amounts of ammunition. By 
the 5th day the men were chewing 
leaves and washing them down 
with spring water. Of the 11 ma
chine guns, only three were use
able. Supply of food, etc. dropped 
by American planes drifted within 
the German lines. An invitation to 
surrender was refused. Finally, with 
the dead lying unburied, the men 
feeling the situation was desperate, 
the end seemed near. Suddenly the 
friendly forces broke through. Six-

ty-nine officers and men were dead. 
Of the 394 to leave the ravine in 
Argonne Forest, 156 were 
wounded. 

Courtney W. Tolley was one of 
the luckier ones although suffering 
from foot injuries. It seemed like 
heaven to him when he was moved 
to a military hospital in Paris and 
recovered enough to see the city. 
He helped celebrate the Armistice. 

On Christmas Day, 1918, Tolley 
was one of a large contingent of 
troops returning home on . the 
Siboney. That vessel was originally 
the Oriente of the Ward Line and 
held 3,500 soldiers. It was the 
eighth WWI crossing. 

Margaret Maria Stevens was 
waiting for this returning veteran, 
They were married at Greenville on 
Sept. 11, 1919. 

The first reunion of the Survi
vors of the Lost Battalion was held 
on Sept. 25, 1938. Of the 9 men of 
the 306th Machine Gun Battalion 
gathering, one was Courtney E. 
Tolley of Richmond HilJ _ New 
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