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When I first came to fully understand what effect members of the World War II generation had on my life and the world we occupy today, I quickly resolved to tell their stories as a small gesture of personal appreciation. As I did that on television, at dinner parties, and in commencement speeches, it had the effect of a chain letter that no one wanted to disrupt. Everyone seemed to want to share their own stories of parents, other family members, or acquaintances who were charter members of this remarkable generation.

It rapidly became a kind of extended family, and with the encouragement of a number of friends I began to understand that this was a mother lode of material that deserved the permanence a book would represent. It was a daunting undertaking: because there are so many stories to tell and because the lives of these people are so special I didn’t want to do anything in a book that would not live up to their deeds, heroic and otherwise.

If I have failed them, it is entirely my fault.

In the course of gathering this material, interviewing the subjects, and collecting the photographs, I had invaluable assistance from the best and brightest of a new generation, young women and young men in their twenties and thirties who came to care about these subjects as passionately as I did.

Elizabeth Bowyer, now a law student at the University of Virginia, and Phil Napoli, a newly minted Ph.D. in history from Columbia, teamed up with Julie Huang, my research assistant at NBC News, to work tirelessly and brilliantly to provide me with an unending supply of stories, facts, insights, and ideas. I am more grateful to them than they’ll ever know. I’d also like to thank Tammy Fine, who helped get the project started before moving to Washington and a new assignment on the Today show.

Through it all, Erin O’Connor, who runs my NBC life with the organizational and mission-oriented skills of a battlefield commander, was simply peerless in her ability to juggle all of the needs of this book, my NBC News duties, and the considerable logistical demands of both. Metaphorically, if I go into any battle, I want Erin at my side.

Other friends who initially encouraged me to expand my thoughts on the World War II generation into a book include Stephen Ambrose, Ellen Levine of Good Housekeeping, and William Styron. I was further encouraged in the effort by reading the works of William Manchester, Paul Fussell, Ben Bradlee, Andy Rooney, and Art Buchwald.

So many ideas came from so many places, but I would be remiss not to single out my pal Mike Barnicle, the best newspaper columnist Boston has ever had; Bob Karolevitz, a fine writer in my hometown who wrote of his generation for the local newspaper, The Yankton Press and Dakotan; the astute observations of my friends Kurt Andersen and Frank Gannon; and my NBC colleagues, who offered to share notes and enthusiasm and tolerated my fits of frustration, distraction, and emotion.

Special thanks go to Craig Leake and Andrea Malin, my colleagues on the NBC documentary also called The Greatest Generation. They were simultaneously able to get some of these stories on screen while also helping me get them on the pages of this book. I could not be more proud to be associated with both of them on both projects.

Also, since a book is about more than writing it and publishing it, I am deeply grateful for the counsel and expertise of my business manager, Kenneth Starr. (No, not that Ken Starr. This is a New Yorker with an altogether different line of work.)

And what can I say of the keen eye, the great heart, and the indomitable spirit of the woman who has been commander in chief on this project, Kate Medina, my editor at Random House? Her enthusiasm for the subject, coolness under fire when the schedule was shattered by events in Washington and elsewhere, and, most of all, her friendship through it all will live in my heart forever. For all that she managed during the last twelve months, Kate deserves her own chapter in this book. And special thanks to the team at Random House who helped produce this book: Meaghan Rady, Benjamin Dreyer, Richard Elman, and Carole Lowenstein.

As always, I’m grateful for the love, encouragement, and tolerance of the women who have made all the difference in my life: Meredith, my wife; Jean, my mother; Jennifer, Andrea, and Sarah, our daughters.

Finally, to the men and women whose stories I did not get to, I am genuinely sorry, for I have loved them all. I hope you will tell them in your own way. To those families and friends of other members of the greatest generation, may I suggest you now begin to ask the questions and hear the stories that have been locked in memory for too long.
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Tom Brokaw, Igloo, South Dakota, U.S. Army Ordnance Depot, 1944

GENERATIONS

In the spring of 1984, I went to the northwest of France, to Normandy, to prepare an NBC documentary on the fortieth anniversary of D-Day, the massive and daring Allied invasion of Europe that marked the beginning of the end of Adolf Hitler’s Third Reich. I was well prepared with research on the planning for the invasion—the numbers of men, ships, airplanes, and other weapons involved; the tactical and strategic errors of the Germans; and the names of the Normandy villages that in the midst of battle provided critical support to the invaders. What I was not prepared for was how this experience would affect me emotionally.

The D-Day fortieth-anniversary project awakened my earliest memories. Between the ages of three and five I lived on an Army base in western South Dakota and spent a good deal of my time outdoors in a tiny helmet, shooting stick guns at imaginary German and Japanese soldiers. My father, Red Brokaw, then in his early thirties, was an all-purpose Mr. Fix-It and operator of snow-plows and construction machinery, part of a crew that kept the base functioning. When he was drafted, the base commander called him back, reasoning he was more valuable in the job he had. When Dad returned home, it was the first time I saw my mother cry. These were powerful images for an impressionable youngster.

The war effort was all around us. Ammunition was tested on the South Dakota sagebrush prairie before being shipped out to battlefront positions. I seem to remember that one Fourth of July the base commander staged a particularly large firing exercise as a wartime substitute for fireworks. Neighbors always seemed to be going to or coming home from the war. My grandfather Jim Conley followed the war’s progress in Time magazine and on his maps. There was even a stockade of Italian prisoners of war on the edge of the base. They were often free to wander around the base in their distinctive, baggy POW uniforms, chattering happily in Italian, a curious Mediterranean presence in that barren corner of the Great Plains.

At the same time, my future wife, Meredith Auld, was starting life in Yankton, South Dakota, the Missouri River community that later became the Brokaw family home as well. She saw her father only once during her first five years. He was a front-line doctor with the Army’s 34th Regiment and was in the thick of battle from North Africa all the way through Italy. When he returned home, he established a thriving medical practice and was a fixture at our high school sports games. He never spoke to any of us of the horrors he had seen. When one of his sons wore as a casual jacket one of Doc Auld’s Army coats with the major’s insignia still attached, I remember thinking, “God, Doc Auld was a big deal in the war.”

Yet when I arrived in Normandy, those memories had receded, replaced by days of innocence in the fifties, my life as a journalist covering the political turmoil brought on by Vietnam, the social upheaval of the sixties, and Watergate in the seventies. I was much more concerned about the prospects of the Cold War than the lessons of the war of my early years.

I was simply looking forward to what I thought would be an interesting assignment in a part of France celebrated for its hospitality, its seafood, and its Calvados, the local brandy made from apples.

Instead, I underwent a life-changing experience. As I walked the beaches with the American veterans who had landed there and now returned for this anniversary, men in their sixties and seventies, and listened to their stories in the cafés and inns, I was deeply moved and profoundly grateful for all they had done. I realized that they had been all around me as I was growing up and that I had failed to appreciate what they had been through and what they had accomplished. These men and women came of age in the Great Depression, when economic despair hovered over the land like a plague. They had watched their parents lose their businesses, their farms, their jobs, their hopes. They had learned to accept a future that played out one day at a time. Then, just as there was a glimmer of economic recovery, war exploded across Europe and Asia. When Pearl Harbor made it irrefutably clear that America was not a fortress, this generation was summoned to the parade ground and told to train for war. They left their ranches in Sully County, South Dakota, their jobs on the main street of Americus, Georgia, they gave up their place on the assembly lines in Detroit and in the ranks of Wall Street, they quit school or went from cap and gown directly into uniform.

They answered the call to help save the world from the two most powerful and ruthless military machines ever assembled, instruments of conquest in the hands of fascist maniacs.

They faced great odds and a late start, but they did not protest. At a time in their lives when their days and nights should have been filled with innocent adventure, love, and the lessons of the workaday world, they were fighting, often hand to hand, in the most primitive conditions possible, across the bloodied landscape of France, Belgium, Italy, Austria. They fought their way up a necklace of South Pacific islands few had ever heard of before and made them a fixed part of American history—islands with names like Iwo Jima, Guadalcanal, Okinawa. They were in the air every day, in skies filled with terror, and they went to sea on hostile waters far removed from the shores of their homeland.

New branches of the services were formed to get women into uniform, working at tasks that would free more men for combat. Other women went to work in the laboratories and in the factories, developing new medicines, building ships, planes, and tanks, and raising the families that had been left behind.

America’s preeminent physicists were engaged in a secret race to build a new bomb before Germany figured out how to harness the atom as a weapon. Without their efforts and sacrifices our world would be a far different place today.

When the war was over, the men and women who had been involved, in uniform and in civilian capacities, joined in joyous and short-lived celebrations, then immediately began the task of rebuilding their lives and the world they wanted. They were mature beyond their years, tempered by what they had been through, disciplined by their military training and sacrifices. They married in record numbers and gave birth to another distinctive generation, the Baby Boomers. They stayed true to their values of personal responsibility, duty, honor, and faith.

They became part of the greatest investment in higher education that any society ever made, a generous tribute from a grateful nation. The GI Bill, providing veterans tuition and spending money for education, was a brilliant and enduring commitment to the nation’s future. Campus classrooms and housing were overflowing with young men in their mid-twenties, many of whom had never expected to get a college education. They left those campuses with degrees and a determination to make up for lost time. They were a new kind of army now, moving onto the landscapes of industry, science, art, public policy, all the fields of American life, bringing to them the same passions and discipline that had served them so well during the war.

They helped convert a wartime economy into the most powerful peacetime economy in history. They made breakthroughs in medicine and other sciences. They gave the world new art and literature. They came to understand the need for federal civil rights legislation. They gave America Medicare.

They helped rebuild the economies and political institutions of their former enemies, and they stood fast against the totalitarianism of their former allies, the Russians. They were rocked by the social and political upheaval of the sixties. Many of them hated the long hair, the free love, and, especially, what they saw as the desecration of the flag. But they didn’t give up on the new generation.

They weren’t perfect. They made mistakes. They allowed McCarthyism and racism to go unchallenged for too long. Women of the World War II generation, who had demonstrated so convincingly that they had so much more to offer beyond their traditional work, were the underpinning for the liberation of their gender, even as many of their husbands resisted the idea. When a new war broke out, many of the veterans initially failed to recognize the differences between their war and the one in Vietnam.

There on the beaches of Normandy, I began to reflect on the wonders of these ordinary people whose lives are laced with the markings of greatness. At every stage of their lives they were part of historic challenges and achievements of a magnitude the world had never before witnessed.

Although they were transformed by their experiences and quietly proud of what they had done, their stories did not come easily. They didn’t volunteer them. I had to keep asking questions or learn to stay back a step or two as they walked the beaches themselves, quietly exchanging memories. NBC News had brought to Normandy several of those ordinary Americans, including Gino Merli, of Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania, who landed on D-Day and later won the Congressional Medal of Honor for holding off an attacking wave of German soldiers. This quiet man had stayed at his machine gun, blazing away at the Germans, covering the withdrawal of his fellow Americans, until his position was overrun. He faked his own death twice as the Germans swept past, and then he went back to his machine gun to cut them down from behind. His cunning and courage saved his fellow soldiers, and in a night of battle he killed more than fifty attacking Germans.

We also brought Harry Garton of Bucks County, Pennsylvania, who lost both legs to a land mine later in the war. Merli and Garton had both been in the Army’s “Big Red One,” the 1st Division. This trip to Normandy was their first time meeting each other and their first journey back to those beaches since they’d landed under greatly different circumstances forty years earlier. Quite coincidentally, they realized they’d been in the same landing craft, so they had matching memories of the chaos and death all around them. Garton said, “I remember all the bodies and all the screaming.” Were they scared?, I asked them. Both men had the same answer: they felt alternating fear, rage, calm, and, most of all, an overpowering determination to survive.

As they made their way along Omaha Beach in 1984, they stopped and pointed to a low-lying bluff leading to higher ground. Merli said, “Remember that?” They both stared at a steep, sandy slope, an ordinary beach approach to my eye. “Remember what?” I asked. “Oh,” Merli said, “that hillside was loaded with mines, and a unit of sappers had gone first, to find where the mines were. A number of those guys were lying on the hillside, their legs shattered by the explosions. They’d shot themselves up with morphine and they were telling where it was now safe to step. They were about twenty-five yards apart, our guys, calmly telling us how to get up the hill. They were human markers.” Garton said, “When I got to the top of that hill, I thought I’d live at least until the next day.”
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Sam Gibbons and Snow Ball at Grandparents Gibbonses’ house, Haven Beach, Florida, 1926


[image: image]

Sam Gibbons, 1927

They described the scene as calmly as if they were remembering an egg-toss at a Sunday social back home. It was an instructive moment for me, one of many, and so characteristic. The war stories come reluctantly, and they almost never reflect directly on the bravery of the storyteller. Almost always he or she is singling out someone else for praise.

On that trip to Normandy, I ducked into a small café for lunch on a rainy Sunday. A tall, familiar-looking American approached with a big grin and introduced himself: “Tom, Congressman Sam Gibbons of Florida.”

I knew of Gibbons, a veteran Democrat from central Florida, a member of the Ways and Means Committee, but I didn’t know much about him.

“Congressman,” I said, “what are you doing here?” “Oh, I was here forty years ago,” he said with a laugh, “but it was a little different then.” With that he clicked a small brass-and-steel cricket he was holding and laughed again.

I knew of the cricket. The paratroopers of the 101st and 82nd Airborne divisions were given the crickets to click if they were separated from their units. As it turned out, most of them were. When I asked Gibbons what had happened to him that day, he sat down and, staring at a far wall, told a harrowing tale that went on for half an hour. In the café, all of us listening were hypnotized by this gangly, jug-eared man in his sixties and the story he was sharing.

Gibbons, a captain in the 101st, was all alone when he landed in a French farm field in the predawn darkness. Using his cricket, he clicked until he got an answer, and then formed a squad of American paratroopers out of other units. They had no idea where they were, and for a time Gibbons thought the invasion had failed because there was no sign of American troops besides his small patched-up patrol.

Gibbons and the other paratroopers with him moved along the country roads between the hedgerows, getting ambushed and fighting back, moving on again, trying to figure out just where they were. Gibbons even tried to converse with the terrified French villagers, using his high school Spanish. It didn’t help. It was eighteen hours before they hooked up with other units.

His original objective, holding the bridges over the Douve River at a village called St. Côme-du-Mont, turned out to have been a far tougher assignment than the D-Day planners had realized. It took a whole division, fire support from U.S. cruisers offshore, and tanks to take control of the river crossings. By the third day, Gibbons was exhausted, he said, and he was one of only six hundred or so of the two thousand men in his battalion still on his feet. The others were all dead or wounded.

As he sat there on that rainy afternoon, describing these scenes from passing images of his memory, Gibbons’s tough-guy demeanor began to change. He softened and then began to weep. His wife touched his arm and said he didn’t have to go on. But he did, and those of us in his tiny audience were enthralled.

Later, Gibbons told me that he fought his way all across Europe and into Germany without a scratch. His brother, also in the Army, was badly wounded, and when the war was over they both enrolled at the University of Florida law school. They didn’t talk much about the war until one Saturday in the fall term when they decided to try to count up the young Floridians they had known who hadn’t made it back. Gibbons says, “When we got to a hundred we stopped counting and said, ‘To hell with this.’ ”

Gibbons went on to his career in politics, first in the Florida legislature and then seventeen terms in the U.S. House of Representatives, where he became a champion of free trade as a means of keeping international tensions under control, a lesson he learned from the politics of World War II. He was also a solid member of the ruling Democratic majorities. He initially supported the Vietnam War but says now, “The sorriest vote I ever cast was for the Tonkin Gulf resolution,” the congressional mandate engineered by President Johnson so he could step up the American efforts in Vietnam.

Gibbons’s personal war experience rarely came up publicly again, but it did one day in the fall of 1995, after the Republican Revolution of the year before, when a well-organized class of GOP Baby Boomers took control of the House, determined to deconstruct many of the policies put in place by Democrats during their long congressional rule.
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Martha and Sam Gibbons, 1962
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Sam Gibbons, U.S. Army

Gibbons, now in the minority on the Ways and Means Committee, was furious. The new Republican leadership had cut off debate on Medicare reforms without a hearing. Gibbons stormed from the room, shouting, “You’re a bunch of dictators, that’s all you are. . . . I had to fight you guys fifty years ago.” Gibbons then grabbed the tie of the startled Republican chairman, demanding, “Tell them what you did in there, tell them what you did.”

Watching this scene play out on CNN, many of my colleagues were puzzled by the eruption in the normally calm demeanor of Congressman Gibbons. I smiled to myself, thinking of that day in Normandy in 1944 when Gibbons, who was then just twenty-four, learned something about fighting for what you believe in.

When I returned to Normandy for the fiftieth anniversary of D-Day, my wife, Meredith, joined me. By 1994, I felt a kind of missionary zeal for the men and women of World War II, spreading the word of their remarkable lives. I was inspired by them but also by the work of my friend Stephen Ambrose, the plain-talking historian who had written an account of the invasion called D-Day June 6, 1944: The Climactic Battle of World War II.

From him I learned that the men told the stories best themselves. So I told Meredith, “Whenever one of these guys comes over to say hello, just ask, ‘Where were you that day?’ You’ll hear some unbelievable stories.” And so we did, wherever we went. What we did not know at the time was that an old family friend back in our hometown of Yankton, South Dakota, had played a critical role in D-Day planning.

In fact, we were only vaguely aware that Hod Nielsen had anything to do with World War II. To us, he was the keeper of the flame of high school athletics as a sportswriter and radio sports-caster. In his columns and on the air, he chronicled the individual and team achievements of our local high school, writing generously of the smallest victories, celebrating the stars but always finding some admirable trait to highlight in his descriptions of those of us who were known mostly for just showing up.

What I did not know—nor did any of my high school contemporaries—was that Hod Nielsen, who spent so many of the postwar years making sure our little triumphs received notice, had been a daring photo reconnaissance pilot during World War II. He was in the unit that flew lightly armored P-38s over Normandy just before the invasion, photographing the beaches and fields for the military planners. As soon as they returned from that mission, they were hustled back to Washington to report directly to the legendary commander of the Army Air Corps, General Henry “Hap” Arnold. It’s also likely they were spirited out of England quickly to diminish the chances that the identity of their reconnaissance targets would somehow leak.
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President Bill Clinton’s presentation to Sam Gibbons,
recalling Gibbons’s participation in D-Day— 
White House Family Dining Room, May 14, 1994
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Hod Nielsen, England, 1942
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Hod Nielsen, England, 1943, returning from a mission
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Hod Nielsen, 1995

Hod was one of many in our midst who kept his war years to himself, preferring to concentrate on the generations that followed. He is so characteristic of that time and place in American life. One of four sons of hardworking Scandinavian immigrants, whom he remembers for their loving and frugal ways, Hod doesn’t recall a missed meal or a complaint about hard times during the height of the Great Depression.

All four boys in his family were in the service. One brother was killed in action when his bomber was shot down over Europe. The war had been a family trial but also an adventure. Hod had a lot of fun as a freewheeling young officer during pilot training. He managed to avoid getting shot down during numerous reconnaissance missions. He saw a lot of the United States and the world, but when the war was over Hod wanted to return to the familiar life he had known in South Dakota. He says now, “I thought then, If this is the fast track, I don’t want any part of it.”

Instead, he returned to a career in broadcasting and sportswriting. He’s been at it for more than half a century, and he can still get excited about the local high school team’s coming football season. He can tell you the whereabouts and the personal and professional fortunes of the athletes long gone from that small city along the Missouri River.

To get a favorable mention in a Hod Nielsen column requires more than a winning touchdown or all-state recognition. He is as likely to write about an athlete’s musical ability or scholastic standing or family. As a result, it’s always been a little special to read your name beneath his byline. Now that my contemporaries and those who followed us onto the playing fields of Yankton know more about his early life, I am confident they’ll feel even greater pride in recognition from this modest and decent man.

During NBC’s coverage of the fiftieth anniversary of D-Day, I was asked by Tim Russert on Meet the Press my thoughts on what we were witnessing. As I looked over the assembled crowd of veterans, which included everyone from Cabinet officers and captains of industry to retired schoolteachers and machinists, I said, “I think this is the greatest generation any society has ever produced.” I know that this was a bold statement and a sweeping judgment, but since then I have restated it on many occasions. While I am periodically challenged on this premise, I believe I have the facts on my side.

This book, I hope, will in some small way pay tribute to those men and women who have given us the lives we have today. It is not the defining history of their generation. Instead, I think of this as like a family portrait. Some of the names and faces you’ll recognize immediately. Others are more like your neighbors, the older couple who always fly the flag on the Fourth of July and Veterans Day and spend their vacation with friends they’ve had for fifty years at a reunion of his military outfit. They seem to have everything they need, but they still count their pennies as if the bottom may drop out tomorrow. Most of all, they love each other, love life and love their country, and they are not ashamed to say just that.

The sad reality is that they are dying at an ever faster pace. They’re in the mortality years now, in their seventies and eighties, and the Department of Veterans’ Affairs estimates that about thirty-two thousand World War II vets die every month. Not all of them were on the front lines, of course, or even in a critical rear-echelon position, but they were fused by a common mission and a common ethos.

I am in awe of them, and I feel privileged to have been a witness to their lives and their sacrifices. There were so many other people whose stories could have been in this book, who embodied the standards of greatness in the everyday that the people in this book represent, and that give this generation its special quality and distinction. As I came to know many of them, and their stories, I became more convinced of my judgment on that day marking the fiftieth anniversary of D-Day. This is the greatest generation any society has produced.

THE TIME OF THEIR LIVES

“This generation of Americans has a rendezvous with destiny.”

—FRANKLIN DELANO ROOSEVELT

The year of my birth, 1940, was the fulcrum of America in the twentieth century, when the nation was balanced precariously between the darkness of the Great Depression on one side and the storms of war in Europe and the Pacific on the other. It was a critical time in the shaping of this nation and the world, equal to the revolution of 1776 and the perils of the Civil War. Once again the American people understood the magnitude of the challenge, the importance of an unparalleled national commitment, and, most of all, the certainty that only one resolution was acceptable. The nation turned to its young to carry the heaviest burden, to fight in enemy territory and to keep the home front secure and productive. These young men and women were eager for the assignment. They understood what was required of them, and they willingly volunteered for their duty.

Many of them had been born just twenty years earlier than I, in a time of national promise, optimism, and prosperity, when all things seemed possible as the United States was swiftly taking its place as the most powerful nation in the world. World War I was over, America’s industrial might was coming of age with the rise of the auto industry and the nascent communications industry, Wall Street was booming, and the popular culture was rich with the likes of Babe Ruth, Eugene O’Neill, D. W. Griffith, and a new author on the scene, F. Scott Fitzgerald. What those unsuspecting infants could not have realized, of course, was that these were temporary conditions, a false spring to a life that would be buffeted by winds of change dangerous and unpredictable, so fierce that they threatened not just America but the very future of the planet.

Nonetheless, 1920 was an auspicious year for a young person to enter the world as an American citizen. The U.S. population had topped 106 million people, and the landscape was changing rapidly from agrarian to urban, even though one in three Americans still lived on a farm. Women were gaining the right to vote with the ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment, and KDKA in Pittsburgh was broadcasting the first radio signals across the middle of America. Prohibition was beginning, but so was the roaring lifestyle that came with the flouting of Prohibition and the culture that produced it. In far-off Russia the Bolshevik revolution was a bloody affair, but its American admirers were unable to stir comparable passions here.

Five years later this American child born in 1920 still seemed to be poised for a life of ever greater prosperity, opportunity, and excitement. President Calvin “Silent Cal” Coolidge was a benign presence in the White House, content to let the bankers, industrialists, and speculators run the country as they saw fit.

As the twenties roared along, the Four Horsemen of Notre Dame were giving Saturdays new meaning with their college football heroics. Jack Dempsey and Gene Tunney were raising the spectacle of heavyweight boxing matches to new heights of frenzy. Baseball was a daytime game and a true national pastime, from the fabled Yankee Stadium to the sandlots in rural America.

The New Yorker was launched, and the place of magazines occupied a higher order. Flappers were dancing the Charleston; Fitzgerald was publishing The Great Gatsby; the Scopes trial was under way in Tennessee, with Clarence Darrow and William Jennings Bryan in a passionate and theatrical debate on evolution versus the Scriptures. A. Philip Randolph organized the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, the beginning of a long struggle to force America to face its shameful policies and practices on race.

By the time this young American who had such a promising start reached the age of ten, his earlier prospects were shattered; the fault lines were active everywhere: the stock market was struggling to recover from the crash of 1929, but the damage was too great. U.S. income was falling fast. Thirteen hundred banks closed. Businesses were failing everywhere, sending four and a half million people onto the streets with no safety net. The average American farm family had an annual cash income of four hundred dollars.

Herbert Hoover, as president, seemed to be paralyzed in the face of spreading economic calamity; he was a distant figure of stern bearing whose reputation as an engineering genius and management wizard was quickly replaced by cruel caricatures of his aloofness from the plight of the ever larger population of poor.

Congress passed the disastrous Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act, establishing barriers to world trade and exacerbating an already raging global recession.

Yet Henry Luce managed to launch Fortune, a magazine specializing in business affairs. United Airlines and American Airlines, still in their infancy, managed to stay airborne. Lowell Thomas began a nightly national radio newscast on NBC and CBS. The Lone Ranger series was heard on radio.

Overseas, three men were plotting to change the world: Adolf Hitler in Germany, Joseph Stalin in Russia, and Mao Zedong in China. In American politics, the New York governor, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, was planning his campaign for the 1932 presidential election.

By 1933, when the baby born in 1920 was entering teenage years, the promise of that early childhood was shattered by crashing world economies. American farmers were able to produce only about sixteen bushels of corn per acre, and the prices were so low that it was more efficient to feed the corn to the hogs than take it to market. It was the year my mother moved with her parents and sister off their South Dakota farm and into a nearby small town, busted by the markets and the merciless drought. They took one milk cow, their pride, and their determination to just keep going somehow.

My mother, who graduated from high school at sixteen, had no hope of affording college, so she went to work in the local post office for a dollar a day. She was doing better than her father, who earned ten cents an hour working at a nearby grain elevator.

My father, an ambitious and skilled construction equipment operator, raced around the Midwest in his small Ford coupe, working hellishly long hours on road crews, hoping he could save enough in the warm weather months to get through another long winter back home in the small wood-frame hotel his sisters ran for railroad men, traveling salesmen, and local itinerants in the Great Plains village founded by his grandfather Richard Brokaw, a Civil War veteran who came to the Great Plains as a cook for railroad crews.

A mass of homeless and unemployed men drifted across the American landscape, looking for work or a handout wherever they could find it. More than thirty million Americans had no income of any kind. The American military had more horses than tanks, and its only action had been breaking up a demonstration of World War I veterans demanding their pension bonuses a year earlier.

Franklin Roosevelt took the oath of office as president of the United States, promising a New Deal for the beleaguered American people, declaring to a nation with more than fifteen million people out of work, “The only thing we have to fear is fear itself.”

He pushed through an Emergency Banking Act, a Federal Emergency Relief Act, a National Industrial Recovery Act, and by 1935 set in motion the legislation that would become the Social Security system.

Not everyone was happy. Rich Americans led by the Du Ponts, the founders of General Motors, and big oil millionaires founded the Liberty League to oppose the New Deal. Privately, in the salons of the privileged, Roosevelt was branded a traitor to his class.

In Germany, a former painter with a spellbinding oratorical style took office as chancellor and immediately set out to seize control of the political machinery of Germany with his National Socialist German Workers party, known informally as the Nazis. Adolf Hitler began his long march to infamy. He turned on the Jews, passing laws that denied them German citizenship, codifying the anti-Semitism that eventually led to the concentration camps and the gas chambers, an act of hatred so deeply immoral it will mark the twentieth century forever.

By the late thirties in America, anti-Semitism was the blatant message of Father Charles Coughlin, a messianic Roman Catholic priest with a vast radio audience. Huey Long, the brilliant Louisiana populist, came to power, first as governor and then as a U.S. senator, preaching in his own spellbinding fashion the power of the little guy against the evils of Wall Street and corporate avarice.

When our young American was reaching eighteen, in 1938, the flames of war were everywhere in the world: Hitler had seized Austria; the campaign against Jews had intensified with Kristallnacht, a vicious and calculated campaign to destroy all Jewish businesses within the Nazi realm. Japan continued its brutal and genocidal war against the Chinese; and in Russia, Stalin was presiding over show trials, deporting thousands to Siberia, and summarily executing his rivals in the Communist party. The Spanish Civil War was a losing cause for the loyalists, and a diminutive fascist general, Francisco Franco, began a reign that would last forty years.

In this riotous year the British prime minister, Neville Chamberlain, believed he had saved his country with a pact negotiated with Hitler at Munich. He returned to England to declare, “I believe it is peace for our time . . . peace with honor.”

It was neither.

At home, Roosevelt was in his second term, trying to balance the continuing need for extraordinary efforts to revive the economy with what he knew was the great peril abroad. Congress passed the Fair Labor Standards Act, setting a limit on hours worked and a minimum wage. The federal government began a system of parity payments to farmers and subsidized foreign wheat sales.

In the fall of 1938, Dwight David Eisenhower, a career soldier who had grown up on a small farm outside of Abilene, Kansas, was a forty-eight-year-old colonel in the U.S. Army. He had an infectious grin and a fine reputation as a military planner, but he had no major combat command experience. The winds of war were about to carry him to the highest peaks of military glory and political reward. Ike, as he was called, would become a folksy avatar of his time.

America was entertained by Benny Goodman, Glenn Miller, Woody Guthrie, the music of Hoagy Carmichael, the big-screen film magic of Clark Gable, Cary Grant, Katharine Hepburn, Errol Flynn, Ginger Rogers, Fred Astaire, Bette Davis, Henry Fonda.

At the beginning of a new decade, 1940, just twenty years after our young American entered a world of such great promise and prosperity, it was clear to all but a few delusional isolationists that war would define this generation’s coming of age.

France, Belgium, the Netherlands, Luxembourg, Denmark, Norway, and Romania had all fallen to Nazi aggression. German troops controlled Paris. In the east, Stalin was rapidly building up one of the greatest ground armies ever to defend Russia and communism.

Japan signed a ten-year military pact with Germany and Italy, forming an Axis they expected would rule the world before the decade was finished.

Roosevelt, elected to his third term, again by a landslide, was preparing the United States, pushing through the Export Control Act to stop the shipment of war materials overseas. Contracts were arranged for a new military vehicle called the jeep. A fighter plane was developed. It would be designated the P-51 Mustang. Almost 20 percent of the budget FDR submitted to Congress was for defense needs. The first peacetime military draft in U.S. history was activated.

Roosevelt stayed in close touch with his friend, the new prime minister of England, Winston Churchill, who told the English: “I have nothing to offer but blood, toil, tears and sweat.” And “We shall not flag or fail . . . we shall fight on the seas and oceans . . . we shall fight on the landing grounds, we shall fight in the fields and on the streets, we shall fight in the hills, we shall never surrender.”

Our twenty-year-old American learned something of war by reading For Whom the Bell Tolls, by Ernest Hemingway, and something else about the human spirit by watching The Grapes of Wrath, the film based on John Steinbeck’s novel, directed by John Ford and starring Henry Fonda.

The majority of black Americans were still living in the states of the former Confederacy, and they remained second-class citizens, or worse, in practice and law. Negro men were drafted and placed in segregated military units even as America prepared to fight a fascist regime that had as a core belief the inherent superiority of the Aryan people.

It had been a turbulent twenty years for our young American, and the worst and the best were yet to come. On December 7, 1941, the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor. Across America on that Sunday afternoon, the stunning news from the radio electrified the nation and changed the lives of all who heard it. Marriages were postponed or accelerated. College was deferred. Plans of any kind for the future were calibrated against the quickening pace of the march to war.

Shortly after the attack, Winston Churchill called FDR from the prime minister’s country estate, Chequers. In his book The Grand Alliance, Churchill recounted the conversation. “Mr. President, what’s this about Japan?” Roosevelt replied, “It’s quite true. They have attacked us at Pearl Harbor. We’re all in the same boat now.”

Churchill couldn’t have been happier. He would now have the manpower, the resources, and the political will of the United States actively engaged in this fight for survival. He wrote, “So we had won after all.” A few days later, after Germany and Italy had declared war against the United States, Churchill wrote to Anthony Eden, his foreign secretary, who was traveling to Russia, “The accession of the United States makes amends for all, and with time and patience will give us certain victory.”

In America, young men were enlisting in the military by the hundreds of thousands. Farm kids from the Great Plains who never expected to see the ocean in their lifetimes signed up for the Navy; brothers followed brothers into the Marines; young daredevils who were fascinated by the new frontiers of flight volunteered for pilot training. Single young women poured into Washington to fill the exploding needs for clerical help as the political capital mobilized for war. Other women, their husbands or boyfriends off to basic training, learned to drive trucks or handle welding torches. The old rules of gender and expectation changed radically with what was now expected of this generation.

My mother and father, with my newborn brother and me in the backseat of the 1938 Ford sedan that would be our family car for the next decade, moved to that hastily constructed Army ammunition depot called Igloo, on the alkaline and sagebrush landscape of far southwestern South Dakota. I was three years old.

It was a monochromatic world, the bleak brown prairie, Army-green cars and trucks, khaki uniforms everywhere. My first impressions of women were not confined to those of my mother caring for my brothers and me at home. I can still see in my mind’s eye a woman in overalls carrying a lunch bucket, her hair covered in a red bandanna, swinging out of the big Army truck she had just parked, headed for home at the end of a long day. Women in what had been men’s jobs were part of the new workaday world of a nation at war.
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Jean and Anthony “Red” Brokaw at the time of their wedding, 1938

Looking back, I can recall that the grown-ups all seemed to have a sense of purpose that was evident even to someone as young as four, five, or six. Whatever else was happening in our family or neighborhood, there was something greater connecting all of us, in large ways and small.

Indeed there was, and the scope of the national involvement was reflected in the numbers: by 1944, twelve million Americans were in uniform; war production represented 44 percent of the Gross National Product; there were almost nineteen million more workers than there had been five years earlier, and 35 percent of them were women. The nation was immersed in the war effort at every level.

The young Americans of this time constituted a generation birth-marked for greatness, a generation of Americans that would take its place in American history with the generations that had converted the North American wilderness into the United States and infused the new nation with self-determination embodied first in the Declaration of Independence and then in the Constitution and the Bill of Rights.

At the end of the twentieth century the contributions of this generation would be in bold print in any review of this turbulent and earth-altering time. It may be historically premature to judge the greatness of a whole generation, but indisputably, there are common traits that cannot be denied. It is a generation that, by and large, made no demands of homage from those who followed and prospered economically, politically, and culturally because of its sacrifices. It is a generation of towering achievement and modest demeanor, a legacy of their formative years when they were participants in and witness to sacrifices of the highest order. They know how many of the best of their generation didn’t make it to their early twenties, how many brilliant scientists, teachers, spiritual and business leaders, politicians and artists were lost in the ravages of the greatest war the world has seen.

The enduring contributions of this generation transcend gender. The world we know today was shaped not just on the front lines of combat. From the Great Depression forward, through the war and into the years of rebuilding and unparalleled progress on almost every front, women were essential to and leaders in the greatest national mobilization of resources and spirit the country had ever known. They were also distinctive in that they raised the place of their gender to new heights; they changed forever the perception and the reality of women in all the disciplines of American life.

Millions of men and women were involved in this tumultuous journey through adversity and achievement, despair and triumph. Certainly there were those who failed to measure up, but taken as a whole this generation did have a “rendezvous with destiny” that went well beyond the outsized expectations of President Roosevelt when he first issued that call to duty in 1936.

The stories that follow represent the lives of some of them. Each is distinctive and yet reflective of the common experiences of that trying time and this generation of greatness.

ORDINARY PEOPLE
When the United States entered World War II, the U.S. government turned to ordinary Americans and asked of them extraordinary service, sacrifice, and heroics. Many Americans met those high expectations, and then returned home to lead ordinary lives.

When the war ended, more than twelve million men and women put their uniforms aside and returned to civilian life. They went back to work at their old jobs or started small businesses; they became big-city cops and firemen; they finished their degrees or enrolled in college for the first time; they became schoolteachers, insurance salesmen, craftsmen, and local politicians. They weren’t widely known outside their families or their communities. For many, the war years were enough adventure to last a lifetime. They were proud of what they accomplished but they rarely discussed their experiences, even with each other. They became once again ordinary people, the kind of men and women who always have been the foundation of the American way of life.
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Tom Broderick in paratrooper training,
Fort Benning, Georgia, 1944


THOMAS AND EILEEN BRODERICK

“What’s a handicap? I don’t have a handicap.”

ON THE FIFTIETH ANNIVERSARY OF D-Day, I was broadcasting from the American cemetery overlooking Omaha Beach at Colleville-sur-Mer in Normandy, one of the bloodiest battlefields in American history. The cemetery is at once haunting and beautiful, with 9,386 white marble headstones in long, even lines across the manicured fields of dark green, each headstone marking the death of a brave young American. The anniversary was a somber and celebratory moment, as veterans of that daring and dangerous invasion, unparalleled in the long history of warfare, gathered to pay tribute to those whose sacrifices were marked by the simple headstones and to share with the world their own remarkable stories of survival.

In the course of the extended Today show coverage on NBC, we concentrated more on the heroics of those who survived, but then the noted historian Stephen Ambrose interrupted to say, “I think we should talk about what was happening to so many men down there on those beaches. They were terribly wounded. Their stomachs opened. Their faces shot away. Their limbs blown off. That was the reality of that day and we shouldn’t forget that.”

Ambrose brought us back to the savage nature of war that we often overlook on those occasions when wars are celebrated for what they achieved. For the warriors who live, the consequences of war become a lifelong condition. In its savagery, war strikes at the very idea of a sound and healthy body. In World War II, more than 292,000 Americans were killed in battle, and more than 1.7 million returned home physically affected in some way, from minor afflictions to blindness or missing limbs or paralysis, battle-scarred and exhausted, but oh so happy and relieved to be home. They had survived an extraordinary ordeal, but now they were eager to reclaim their ordinary lives of work, family, church, and community. The war had taught them what mattered most in the lives they wanted now to settle down and live.

Thomas Broderick was a nineteen-year-old premed student at Xavier College in Cincinnati in 1942, trying to decide which branch of the service fit his sense of adventure. This son of a south Chicago working-class family was bright and ambitious, so he enlisted in the Merchant Marine. “They gave us the best deal,” he said. “If you didn’t like it, you could quit.” After ten weeks of training he went on a mission to North Africa on a supply ship. The pay was excellent. The food was abundant. He had a private room on the officers’ deck of his ship, the John W. Brown, but the trip was long and boring. He wanted out of the Merchant Marine. He wanted to join the Airborne so he could be like those cocky paratroopers he saw stationed in Algiers. “I’d never even been in a plane before,” he says, “but it was the challenge I wanted.”

His superiors in the Merchant Marine were astonished. Here he was, ready to go back to the security of the Merchant Marine Academy for another eighteen months of accelerated training, and he wanted to quit to join one of the most dangerous outfits in the service. His officer offered him a thirty-day furlough to think it over. Broderick said, “No, my mind’s made up.” When he returned home, his parents were equally appalled. When he told his draft board what he wanted, the clerk said, “You’re nuts. I’ll give you another month before we draft you, so you can change your mind.” Broderick declined, saying he wanted in now.

Tom Broderick spent seventeen weeks in basic training for the infantry in Mineral Wells, Texas, before heading to Fort Benning, Georgia, to become a member of the 82nd Airborne. When he finished his training, a captain offered him an instructor’s job and the rank of sergeant. Again Broderick refused the safer alternative, saying he wanted to stay with his outfit and go overseas.

Broderick’s unit shipped out to England as replacements for the 82nd Airborne men lost in the Normandy invasion. In September, Broderick made his first jump into combat, in Holland. He was in the thick of it immediately, the Battle of Arnhem. It was a joint mission of American and British paratroopers, and their objective was to take the Nijmegen bridge to help pave the Allies’ way into Germany and to discourage any German counterattack. “We jumped at about five hundred feet because we wanted to be a low target. It was one-thirty in the afternoon.

“The first German I saw I couldn’t shoot, because he was riding a bicycle away from me. I couldn’t shoot at him because he wasn’t shooting at me. Things were different ten minutes later. There were Germans all over the place—they outnumbered us about forty thousand to twenty-eight thousand. It was combat morning, noon, and night.”

On the fifth day Broderick made a mistake that would alter his life forever. “I remember being in the foxhole and . . . I was lining up my aim on a German. I got a little high in the foxhole and I got shot clean through the head—through the left temple.”

A Catholic chaplain arrived to administer the last rites, but after slipping into unconsciousness, Broderick somehow managed to stay alive until he awoke a few days later in a British hospital. He was relieved to be out of combat but he had a problem: he couldn’t see. Why not? he asked. His doctors told him, “When that hemorrhage clears up, you’ll be all right.” Broderick continued to believe them until he was sent to Dibble General Hospital in Menlo Park, California, one of the two facilities in the nation treating blind veterans.

Finally a doctor told him the truth. He would be blind forever. “I was stunned. I cried, ‘Aren’t you going to do anything?’ ” He rushed to a fellow veteran who had been hospitalized with him in England, a man recovering from shrapnel in one of his eyes. “I just cried and cried, and he said to me, ‘We knew the whole time, Tom; we just didn’t want to tell you.’ ”

Broderick was angry and disoriented. When the Army made him take a rehabilitation course in Connecticut, he said, “I rebelled—I just didn’t want to learn braille. I told them I was going to work in my dad’s trucking business just so I could get out of there.”

It didn’t get much better when he returned to Chicago. He enrolled at Loyola University and the Veterans Administration hired a reader for him, but after only seven weeks Broderick dropped out and went to work for his father. His downslide continued. “They didn’t know what to do with me. Dad had me taking orders on the phone because I could still write. But then I heard of people having to call back to get the orders straightened out. I thought, ‘Hell, I’m screwing up.’ ” He quit after a month.

Broderick realized he’d have to learn braille. His Veterans Administration counselor also recommended he enroll in a class in insurance sales, a fast-growing field in postwar America. He learned the insurance business by day and braille by night. Before long the VA found him a job with an elderly insurance broker in his neighborhood. Not too long after that, Broderick had established his own insurance business. He was no longer the young man angry at his fate. He was now prepared to accept his blindness and get on with his life.

Broderick worked six days a week. When he wasn’t taking orders by phone with his braille machine and dictating them to his secretary later, he was making house calls at night. He quickly developed a very keen audio sense; many customers he dealt with on the phone were astonished when they finally met him. He’d quickly call out their name when he heard their voice. Until that point they had no idea he was blind.

Later, when he and his wife were having children—seven in all—Broderick would tell each of them the same story as they reached the age when they could understand the real meaning of blindness. His daughter, Katy Broderick Duffy: “He’d tell us how he was hurt in the war and that when he came home he went with his mother to Lourdes, the famous shrine in France, to pray for a miracle. He said that before they put the water on his eyes, he asked the Lord for a favor: ‘If I can’t have my eyesight back, could you find a girl for me to marry?’ And that’s how he met my mother. When you’re little and you hear that story, you really think it was a miracle.”

Broderick’s wife, Eileen, is a little skeptical of the story, but Tom insists it’s true, although his version is a bit breezier. “I said, ‘I know we don’t always get what we want, but what’s right for us. I’m really hoping to meet the woman for me—and if you want to throw in the eyes, too, that’s okay.’ ”
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Tom Broderick, feature in the Chicago Tribune, 1944

Not long after that, Tom and Eileen met on a blind date, no irony intended. Eileen was a twenty-three-year-old nurse and Tom was twenty-seven. She fell in love instantly. “That night, after the date, I went home, woke my cousin up, and said, ‘I’ve met the man I’m going to marry.’ She told me I’d been drinking too much and I should go to bed, but I knew.

“You didn’t think about his blindness. It just didn’t seem to matter. He was so unique. He ran a business by himself and didn’t need help from anyone, although it was a little tricky when we went out alone. I’d have to take him to the men’s room and ask someone to take him in. I’d stand outside. I think, being a nurse, I was a little more flexible. I understood that it was all just mechanics.

“My father was worried when I said I was marrying Tom. He just didn’t understand how Tom could take care of me and a family. But after three or four years of marriage they became very close. Tom’s mother started him off right. When he came back from the war she would not allow anyone to use the word blind in the house. Tom had to be treated with dignity and respect, and anything he wanted to try, he could do it. When he left his father’s business to set out on his own, she was happy.”

Tom and Eileen had common roots as strongly faithful Roman Catholic Irish Americans. They settled into a life of the prosperous middle class on the south side of Chicago, where Tom’s business continued to flourish and their family grew quickly. During one five-year stretch Eileen had five children, and then another two later. Eileen says, “He was very involved in their upbringing. There were things he could do and those he couldn’t. It was kind of trial and error. He couldn’t change diapers but he could give them a bottle. We never talked about how to make things work. It wasn’t easy, but we did what we had to do.”

The Broderick children were part of the equation of making things work. Daughter Katy says, “The blindness was just incidental. I’d see other people who were blind and not well adjusted and think, ‘What’s wrong with them?’ Later I realized not everyone had the strength and determination of my father. When I was little, my friends would say, ‘Your father’s not blind!’ He could just do so many things it didn’t seem like he was blind.”

Dan Broderick, one of Tom’s sons, says his father worked out a system to take care of most of the household chores, including assembling an elaborate stereo system, washing and waxing the car, and changing the storm windows. He refused to succumb to his blindness. He even refused to let Eileen get disability license plates for the family car when they became available. “What’s a handicap?” he’d say. “I don’t have a handicap.”

But then Tom isn’t much for cars. Since he can’t drive himself, he likes to walk, and his family was expected to do the same. Katy remembers, “We walked everywhere. He hated getting rides. He thought it was a waste.”

During his introduction to the world of the blind at the rehabilitation center in Connecticut, Broderick and his friends formed an informal organization to help each other adjust to their new realities. It became the Blinded Veterans Association, and Broderick decided that he should share the lessons of his new life with other veterans who were struggling with their blindness. He began making trips to Chicago-area rehabilitation programs, counseling sightless veterans on the career possibilities in insurance, mortgage sales, and car financing—the hot financial service fields as America exploded out of the cities and into the suburbs.

“I’d tell them about my own struggle—how I was young when I became blind and I knew how they felt. I brought some of them down to my office so they could see the braille machine and what was possible. I don’t feel any special bond with other blind organizations or blind people, but I wanted to help veterans. You have to do it. It was no big deal, really.”

Tom’s son Dan remembers that, during Vietnam, the nearby Veterans Administration office would send over young men who’d lost their sight in that war. “When you first saw them you thought you were at a wake—some of them were suicidal, with their eyes blown out. Mom would go out and get a case of beer, and they’d sit on the porch with my dad and listen to the White Sox game. Then he’d navigate ’em around our house to show them what we had—five bedrooms, a big house. By the end of the night they’d be back on the porch, drinking beer but laughing now.”

Another son, Scott: “You know how everyone says their dad is the best. Well, do you know how many people I’ve heard that from about my dad? Friends, neighbors, clients. Every kid thinks it, but to hear it from other people is so gratifying. He never let his disability get in the way of anything.”

Tom Broderick in so many ways embodies the best qualities of his generation. He was so eager to get involved in the war he enlisted in two branches of the service. He was gravely wounded, but once he got over the initial understandable anger, he set out to be the best husband, father, businessman, and citizen he could be—sight or no sight. He didn’t grow bitter and dependent on others. He didn’t blame the world for his condition.

A common lament of the World War II generation is the absence today of personal responsibility. Broderick remembers listening to an NPR broadcast and hearing an account of how two boys found a loaded gun in one of their homes. The visiting boy accidentally shot his friend. The victim’s father was on the radio, talking about suing the gun manufacturer. That got to Tom Broderick. “So,” he said, “here’s this man talking about suing and he’s not accepting responsibility for having a loaded gun in the house.”

Tom knows something about personal responsibility. He’s been forced to live as a blind man for more than fifty years, and when asked about the moment when the lights were literally shot out of his eyes, he says only, “It was my fault for getting too high in the foxhole. That happens sometimes.”

CHARLES O. VAN GORDER, MD
“If I had my life to do all over again, I’d do it the same way—go somewhere small where people have a need.”

IT IS NOT SURPRISING, I suppose, that the horrors of war give birth to a new generation of good Samaritans. Young men and women who have been so intensely exposed to such inhumanity often make a silent pledge that if they ever escape this dark world of death and injuries, this universe of cruelty, they will devote their lives to good works. Sometimes the pledge is a conscious thought. Sometimes it is a subconscious reaction to their experiences. This is the story of a good Samaritan who set out in life to heal, found his greatest personal and professional tests under fire, and returned home to his original calling with a renewed sense of mission.

There had never been a military operation remotely approaching the scale and the complexity of D-Day. It involved 176,000 troops, more than 12,000 airplanes, almost 10,000 ships, boats, landing craft, frigates, sloops, and other special combat vessels—all involved in a surprise attack on the heavily fortified north coast of France, to secure a beachhead in the heart of enemy-held territory so that the march to Germany and victory could begin. It was daring, risky, confusing, bloody, and ultimately glorious.

It will live forever as a stroke of enduring genius, a military maneuver that, even though it went awry and spilled ashore in chaos, succeeded. It was so risky that before he launched the invasion, gambling that the small break in the weather would hold, General Dwight Eisenhower personally wrote out a statement taking full responsibility for the failure if it occurred. He was grateful he never had to release it.
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Dr. Charles Van Gorder, wartime portrait

A new generation of Americans has a greater appreciation of what was involved on D-Day as a result of Steven Spielberg’s stunning film Saving Private Ryan. For most younger Americans, D-Day has been a page or two in their history books, or some anniversary ceremony on television with a lot of white-haired men leaning into the winds coming off the English Channel as President Reagan or President Clinton praised their contributions. Saving Private Ryan, although a work of fiction, is true to the sound, the fury, the death, the terrible wounds of that day.

Charles O. Van Gorder was a special part of D-Day. He was a thirty-one-year-old captain in the U.S. Army Medical Corps in June 1944, a graduate of the University of Tennessee Medical School. He’d already served in North Africa when he volunteered to be part of a two-team surgical unit that would try something new for D-Day: it would be part of the 101st Airborne assault force, setting up medical facilities in the middle of the fighting instead of safely behind the Allied lines. They knew that casualties would be high and that saving lives would require immediate attention.

So Captain Van Gorder and his colleagues were loaded onto gliders for the flight across the English Channel and into Normandy. These were primitive aircraft, made of tubing, canvas, and plywood, with no engines, of course. They were silent—the element of surprise—and they could land in rough terrain.

Van Gorder remembers, “We landed in the field where we were supposed to, but they forgot one thing: when they put the brakes on, it made that glider just like an ice sled and it went zooming across the field. We hit a tree—which ended up right between the pilot and the copilot. Nobody in my glider was killed, but nearly all the other gliders had someone killed or injured.”

That was at four A.M. By nine that same day, June 6, 1944, Van Gorder and his fellow doctors had set up an operating facility, a precursor to the MASH units, the Mobile Army Surgical Hospitals that saved so many lives and, later on television, gave us so much intelligent entertainment.

They were located in a French château; they converted the milk storage room to an operating room, and by late that afternoon the château grounds were covered with hundreds of wounded young Americans. Van Gorder and the other surgeons operated around the clock for thirty-six hours, always wearing their helmets because the château was often in the line of fire. The Army had issued the medical team several cases of Scotch whiskey and Van Gorder later remembered, “The only thing that kept us going was sipping that Scotch. Finally, I got so tired my head fell down into an open abdomen.” He was ordered to go back to his tent for some rest. En route, a soldier offered him hot chocolate. When he decided to go back for the hot chocolate, a German bomb hit his tent, demolishing it. It was the first of many narrow escapes for Dr. Van, as he was called.

Altogether, it was a frantic and grisly scene that even now, more than fifty years later, Dr. Van Gorder cannot remove from his memory. “I have flashbacks every day,” he says. “All those boys being slaughtered, sometimes two hundred boys and only ten surgeons. The war made me a better doctor because I had to do all kinds of surgery. There were no trauma surgery books before the war to learn from.”

Van Gorder’s D-Day initiation wasn’t the end of his frontline experience; it was only the beginning. His unit stayed with the 101st over the next six months as it fought its way across Europe, headed for the heart of Germany. They were in the thick of the fighting during the long siege in Belgium, and during the Battle of the Bulge.

In December 1944, Dr. Van Gorder and his colleague and friend, Dr. John Rodda, were in the middle of surgery when their makeshift operating room came under heavy fire from German forces. “I was practically lying on my stomach operating on patients,” Van Gorder remembers, “because of the shooting coming right into the tent.

“I was the only one who spoke German, so I went to the end of the tent and waved a towel through the flap. I told the German commander we had more than fifty wounded, including German POWs. He told me to load them up. I had to leave one patient behind with his stomach open.” They were taken prisoner on December 19, 1944, Dr. Van Gorder’s thirty-second birthday.
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Dr. Charles Van Gorder in the Rodda–Van
Gorder Hospital and Clinic, Andrews, North Carolina
(left to right): Dr. Charles Van Gorder, Dr. John S. Rodda, nurse
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“Captain Charles Van Gorder demonstrates
what the well-dressed airborne surgeon wears on an
invasion,” June 13, 1944
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Charles Van Gorder, MD, 1994

Van Gorder had suffered shrapnel wounds in his knees while the operating tent was under fire, so his friend Dr. Rodda supported him as they trekked through the snow under the watchful German guns. Van Gorder is convinced that without Rodda’s help the Germans would have shot him as a straggler.

He returned the favor when Rodda became ill. Two young American doctors, who had seen more death and suffering than most graduating classes of doctors were likely to see in a lifetime, were now trying just to keep each other alive. Nothing in medical school had prepared them for this primal struggle of being prisoners of war in a bleak winter landscape in the heart of enemy territory. Back home, their families had no idea of what they were going through, and it was just as well.

Van Gorder, Rodda, and the other prisoners were packed into boxcars, and the train moved them to the north of Germany, where they stayed on a siding for three days, locked inside. “Half of us would stand and half of us would sit in rotation because it was so crowded,” Van Gorder remembers.

Van Gorder got out of his confinement when the Germans needed a doctor to operate on a soldier needing an appendectomy. It was almost a fatal mission, however. American planes attacked the German train, not knowing there were Americans aboard. Van Gorder ducked beneath a car to avoid the heavy fire and then told the Germans, “I’m going to let the others out.” He risked his life to race into the line of fire and open the boxcar doors. The Americans poured out and immediately ran to a small hill and formed a human sign: USA POWS. The attacking American planes waggled their wings to indicate they understood, and broke off the attack.

The German army was fighting a losing battle, retreating deeper and deeper to the east, taking their prisoners with them. Van Gorder and Rodda were taken first to Poland and then to the Russian border. In the confusion, they escaped and started making their way back west, through Poland. Whenever they came upon a Polish hospital they’d stop to do what they could for the patients there, as most of the Polish doctors had been conscripted by the Germans. Finally they made their way back to American lines in the spring of 1945. Their war was over.

“When I was finally discharged, I had served five years in the war; I was overseas for thirty months straight,” Dr. Van Gorder says without a trace of bitterness. During that time his wife, Helen, a nurse from Nova Scotia he’d met in New Jersey during his residency before the war, gave birth to their first son, Rod. The infant died shortly after birth, a victim of sudden infant death syndrome. Dr. Van Gorder was in North Africa at the time, a long way from his wife’s side.

When the war was over, Dr. Van Gorder was headed for New York and a fellowship in reconstructive surgery. No doubt it would have been a high-income, prestigious practice. Before going to New York, however, Van Gorder visited his parents, who had relocated to the North Carolina mountain hamlet of Andrews. It’s tucked into the Smoky Mountains in that corner where North Carolina, Tennessee, and Georgia come together. It was a logging community, the very essence of backwoods.

After the turmoil of the war, however, it looked like a little piece of heaven to Dr. Van Gorder. The people were plain and friendly, the village was scenic and tranquil—and there were no doctors. It was the perfect match for a young physician who had experienced enough trauma, turmoil, and uncertainty in five years to last a lifetime. He decided to stay in Andrews and open a practice.

He called his wartime buddy and fellow surgeon John Rodda and invited him to become a partner. Dr. Rodda made one visit to Andrews and saw immediately what had attracted his friend. He agreed to sign on.

They opened a small clinic and mini-hospital above a department store. It consisted of an operating room, X-ray facilities, a blood lab, three examining rooms, and twenty-one beds. For the next ten years they were the only physicians in town. They really didn’t intend to stay forever but they quickly came to love their practices, their patients, and their adopted home.

Dr. Van Gorder’s son, Chuck, remembers his dad being very busy, and some evenings so exhausted he’d fall asleep at the dinner table. “When the clinic closed at five-thirty in the evening,” Chuck recalls, “my mother—who was the nurse—took the names of all the people who were too sick to come to town. We’d all get in the station wagon with our parents and they’d make their nightly rounds of house calls. They did this every night.

“I don’t think my dad ever left town the same time as Dr. Rodda. Andrews had a tough element and someone was always getting hurt in a fight or getting shot. Even so, some of the people in town at first didn’t trust Dad and Dr. Rodda because they were so young, and folks around here were used to older doctors. So Dad and Dr. Rodda brought in an older doctor from a nearby town to just be in the operating room when they did surgery. In return, they’d operate on that doctor’s patients without charging him.”

Chuck Van Gorder remains in awe of his father and what he meant to his neighbors. “Even after he retired,” he remembers, “people kept asking for him. A friend of mine was working for the power company when he blew his hands off in an accident. He was delirious. He kept screaming, ‘I want Dr. Van. Dr. Van will make this all right.’ ”

Other physicians returning from similar combat experiences made their contributions to postwar America in other ways. Dr. William McDermott—another combat surgeon who went ashore in Normandy and operated in frontline tents across France, at the Battle of the Bulge, and into Germany—was a product of Exeter, Harvard, and a one-year residency at Massachusetts General Hospital before the war. He says of his war experiences, “It was horrible, but the salvation was that you were doing something—you weren’t just sitting there and watching the horror. We were always so damn busy and so tired, but I got an enormous amount of experience. It was like running a full-time emergency room twenty-four hours a day.”

McDermott was involved in the liberation of one of the most notorious concentration camps, Ebensee. “You never in your life could imagine what it was like,” he says. “When I was treating kids in combat I didn’t have time to think, but the concentration camp was different. I went into a barracks and there were two men to every cot. They could barely move, but they got themselves up somehow and saluted me. I just about burst into tears. I stayed there for two weeks treating them, but two hundred died every day.”

It was an experience that stayed with Dr. McDermott when he returned to the Boston area and began a long, distinguished medical career at Massachusetts General Hospital, Yale, Harvard, and New England Deaconess Hospital. In his eighties, he remains the chairman of the department of surgery at Deaconess and he’s the Cheever Professor of Surgery Emeritus at Harvard Medical School, where he was on the faculty for many years.

Dr. McDermott has written several books, including a war memoir called A Surgeon in Combat, which recounts his experiences at Ebensee. That, in turn, led to a Boston meeting with a survivor of the camp, Morris Hollander, a Czech Jew. They may have met in the camp, although they couldn’t be sure. They did share the same lessons, however. One a Jewish inmate, the other a Roman Catholic doctor, they had both come to understand something about God and man in the barbarity of Ebensee.

In a Boston Globe account of their meeting, Dr. McDermott said, “God is a God of necessity. He sets the morals. If people break them, that’s their issue, not God’s.” Hollander responded, “Exactly. . . . Every nation has the ability to do as Germany did.”

Dr. McDermott says he remembers the horror of Ebensee to this day, but it remains for him primarily an intensely personal experience. “No,” he says, “I didn’t share this much with my medical students; I was a little restrained, but if the war came up during discussions, I would remind them of the levels to which humans can sink. It’s important for medical students to know those imperfections of the human race.”

He also isn’t interested in returning to Germany. On one occasion after the war, he had to change planes in the Frankfurt airport, and he got involved in a typical reservations foul-up. In exasperation he said, “Listen, fifteen years ago we had a helluva lot easier time taking Frankfurt than I’m having getting out of Frankfurt now.” Dr. McDermott remembers with a short laugh that he got a first-class ticket back to Boston almost immediately.

IN NORTH CAROLINA Dr. Van Gorder applied the lessons of his war experiences to his family of patients, and his philosophy was shared by his wife, Helen. After the death of their firstborn, Helen continued working as a nurse even as the family was wracked by the war. Her two brothers, Canadians, volunteered for the American forces and both were killed. Her husband was always in the thick of battle until he became a prisoner of war. Later the Van Gorders’son, Chuck, would be wounded in Vietnam while serving with his father’s old outfit, the 101st Airborne. When Chuck asked his mother how she managed all of that emotional turmoil she answered, “Since I was a little girl I’ve had trust in the Lord. I had faith it would all work out.”

It did work out for the Van Gorders because they did keep their faith in their God, in each other, and in the belief that life is about helping others. They passed that along to their two daughters and their surviving son. That’s another legacy of the World War II generation, the strong commitment to family values and community. They were mature beyond their years in their twenties, and when they married and began families it was not a matter of thinking “Well, let’s see how this works out . . .”

They applied the same values to their professional lives; they never stopped thinking about how they could improve health care for their community. While they were building their practice, Van Gorder and Rodda realized Andrews deserved more than their modest clinic, so they set out to build a hospital. Dr. Van Gorder became a regular visitor to the state capital in Raleigh, lobbying the governor to apply for federal Hill-Burton funds to build a hospital in Andrews. He succeeded. When the hospital was completed in 1956 it was a community triumph. Local residents working in the mills contributed through a payroll deduction program, sometimes as little as a nickel a week, or through bank contribution programs.

Today the hospital has sixty beds and a full range of medical services, from X rays to surgery. It is being expanded to accommodate sixteen more doctors, in a community that had none when the war ended.

As they steadily expanded the health care services available to the rural logging community, they kept up with the advances in medical technology and they were impressed with the progress in patient care. But Dr. Van Gorder laments the bureaucratic and commercial nature of modern medicine.

“The war taught me the importance of integrity in dealing with people,” he says. “I worked with some fine surgeons and we helped each other. Medicine was more altruistic. I just wanted to help people. Kids start out now thinking ‘How much money can I make?’ not ‘What can I do, how much can I help?’ ”

In the early days of his Andrews practice, his patients often paid with produce from their gardens or with freshly killed game. When that gave way to distant bureaucrats rejecting claims because a code was entered improperly or dictating care instructions, Dr. Van Gorder’s enthusiasm for what he loved began to fade. A man who began his medical career operating behind the lines and in the line of fire, a physician who learned more in a week of combat than an insurance clerk could know in a lifetime of paper shuffling, had little patience for the system that was overrunning his love of medicine.

In a small town, physicians are often more than the healers. They are the first citizens in every sense of the phrase. Dr. Van Gorder was a member of the Andrews board of education for twenty years; he was president of the Andrews Lions Club, and he was the grand potentate of the Shrine Temple in Charlotte, North Carolina. It was a life of service that hundreds of thousands of other World War II veterans were living in their hometowns across America.

In Dr. Van Gorder’s family, one daughter, Katherine, is a librarian in South Carolina; Suzanne is a nurse and a commander in the Naval Reserve in Florida; son Chuck, who when he returned from Vietnam worked for a time as a nurse, is in the real estate business near Andrews.

Van Gorder’s friend and partner, Dr. Rodda, died six years ago, and Van Gorder has been struggling with his own health problems—he suffered a small stroke in 1997—but he’s still cheerful and grateful for a full life.

His war experiences, however, now more than fifty years in his past, live on in his memory. “I have flashbacks of the war every day. You can’t get it out of your mind. D-Day, all those boys being slaughtered. When I was working in our hospital I thought about it a lot. I thought about how the war taught us to handle things. We learned a lot.

“The thing I am most proud of is that hospital,” he says. “If I had my life to do all over again, I’d do it the same way—go somewhere small where people have a need, contribute something to people who need it; help people.”

WESLEY KO
“In the war I learned to be self-sufficient. . . . I learned to be a leader. When my business failed I was able to move on, whereas my wife was devastated by the loss.”

A SENSE OF personal responsibility and a commitment to honesty is characteristic of this generation. Those were values bred into the young men and women coming of age at the time the war broke out. It’s how they were raised. There are always exceptions to the common bonds of any generation, but in talking to the men and women whose stories make up this book I was struck by the connective cords of their lives, wherever they lived or in whatever circumstances.

One after another they volunteered how in their families and in their communities they were expected to be responsible for their behavior, how honesty was assumed to be the rule, not the exception. They also talked matter-of-factly about a sense of duty to their country, a sentiment not much in fashion anymore.

Moreover, in their communities there were always monitors outside their own families to remind them of the ethos of their family and community. I’ve often said I was raised by the strict standards of my mother and father, and also of the parents of my friends, my teachers, my coaches, my ministers, and by the local businessmen who didn’t hesitate to remind me “that’s not how you were raised.”

Those qualities didn’t show up in a statistical survey of America’s strengths as the country steeled itself for what seemed an unavoidable war, but they were critical to the nation’s preparations, for success depended as much on personal resolve as it did on tanks and planes and ships and guns.
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Wesley Ko, June 1944

The idea of personal responsibility is such a defining characteristic of the World War II generation that when the rules changed later, these men and women were appalled.

Wesley Ko is one of them. In 1988, at the age of seventy, his printing business failed, in part because of government regulations and in part because a relocation deal was seriously flawed. Ko was left with a debt of $1.3 million, a loan he’d personally guaranteed. It never occurred to him to declare personal bankruptcy. Ko had learned early in life the meaning of responsibility and self-sufficiency.

Ko grew up in the Philadelphia area, the son of a Chinese man brought to this country by an American missionary. His father was educated at Princeton and at Temple University and became pastor of a Methodist church for Chinese immigrants in Philadelphia. His mother was the daughter of a Chinese coolie brought to America to work on the railroads, one of the laborers who in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were subjected to the same vicious racial discrimination that African Americans suffered. They were treated like an alien and subhuman population, restricted to the backbreaking work on the railroad, or to hand laundries in their own well-defined ghettos.

Ko’s father hoped to escape that with his education, but the Great Depression was especially hard on preachers, who were dependent on their congregations for financial support. Wesley’s father was just able to hold on to the family residence by opening a small laundry. Wesley, a bright young man, had hoped to go to college, but it was out of the question in those difficult times.

He went to work in a printing company, and when the war broke out his boss offered to get him a deferment, but Wesley’s buddies were all signing up and he wanted to volunteer as well. He was assigned to the officers’ training school at Fort Benning, Georgia, and after ninety days he was a second lieutenant in the 82nd Airborne.

“I was apprehensive,” he says, “being the only Oriental in the 82nd. I think the 82nd was apprehensive too; I wasn’t assigned right away. I guess they thought Orientals couldn’t be leaders. I didn’t make an issue of it. I was born and raised in this country and I didn’t think I was any different.” Asian complexions were real burdens for American citizens when their country was at war with Japan; too many of their fellow citizens made no distinction between the enemy and the Asian Americans in their midst. In the end, the Army did recognize Wesley Ko’s qualities and installed him as a platoon leader in a new outfit: the 325th Glider Infantry Regiment.

It was the daredevil and dangerous new way to transport troops, including Dr. Van Gorder and his medical unit, when D-Day was launched. A pilot and a copilot steered the glider to what was a controlled crash landing in difficult terrain, ferrying thirteen troops and their equipment at a time.

In the spring of 1942 Ko and his outfit sailed for North Africa, for more training sessions in the demanding conditions of Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia. “It was very, very hot,” he recalls, “a hundred twenty degrees. We had to run for twenty minutes with our packs, then walk twenty minutes. At one point the whole regiment had dysentery. We lost more men training in Africa than in our first combat.”

It was the beginning of a three-year ordeal for Wesley Ko. After training in Africa he was almost constantly in combat—first in Sicily on Mount Saint Angelo de Cava, then during the occupation of Naples with steady shelling from Germany’s big guns. After Italy, it was more hard-core training, this time in Ireland and England, for the Normandy invasion. Ko was promoted to first lieutenant and given command of a mortar platoon.

On June 7, D-Day plus one, he was in a flight of 250 gliders headed for the north coast of France, where the fighting was very heavy. “When we arrived over Normandy,” he says, “we started receiving machine-gun fire. We sat on our flak jackets to give us a little more protection, we were flying so low.”

Ko was well trained. “I just didn’t think of the danger,” he says now. “I guess I was too young, too naive. But it turns out we lost twenty percent of our gliders—they never got into battle. They were either shot down or made a bad landing.”

As soon as Ko scrambled from his glider, he was in the thick of the fighting. His regiment began fighting its way from village to village, losing many men along the way. Ko had some very close calls in the hellish ten days following D-Day. “I was standing next to one of the operations officers when he was shot and killed. I remember another time taking my binoculars from their case and shrapnel had blown out a lens.” Another time, “for the river crossing, the engineers had set up a bridge and we just ran across. We received tremendous fire but you had to keep pushing forward. Different fellows were hit and you had to keep jumping over their bodies.”
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Wesley Ko
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Wesley Ko and grandchild

After thirty-three days straight of combat without replacements, Ko’s battalion of 600 men had lost more than half, 323. And it was just the beginning of the drive for Berlin. Holland and the Battle of the Bulge lay ahead.

In the beginning of the Battle of the Bulge, that desperate but ultimately doomed attempt by Hitler to counterattack against the advancing Allied forces, Ko and his men were deployed in defensive positions, in heavy snow, to keep the enemy from overrunning Allied gains. “It was terrible weather, with snow up to your knees,” he remembers, “. . . we had our olive-drab uniforms, so we stuck out like sore thumbs.”

During one withdrawal Ko and his sergeant were the last to leave. They looked to their left and saw a company of men in snow-suits. Ko relates: “The Germans! We were startled. There were only two of us, so we had to get out of there. We ran through a creek to keep out of sight. To this day I can’t remember how I ever got dry.”

Ko went on to more fierce fighting at close range, in the attack on the Siegfried line. “The concrete pillboxes were so thick that not even heavy artillery was effective, so the only option was for the men to get close enough to drop grenades. But in order to get close you had to suffer a lot of casualties. In my regiment alone, which had a couple of thousand men, we had close to two hundred killed, more than seven hundred fifty wounded, and forty-nine missing in action.”

Ko was promoted to captain and given command of a company as his outfit pushed east, participating in the battle for Cologne, Germany, and assisting in the capture of the 21st German army, which was trying to avoid the Russian troops advancing from the other direction. Ko and his men helped liberate the Wobbelin concentration camp at Ludwigslust. “We dug a mass grave and made every German citizen in the area who was aware of the situation help us and also attend the burial of the hundreds of dead inmates.”

The war was at an end. Captain Wesley Ko had participated in six campaigns in two and a half years, under fire in some of the most important and ferocious battles of the war. He had accumulated enough points for a swift return home. As he put it, “Not many of us made it all the way.”

On September 23, 1945, he arrived back in the United States aboard the USS Constitution.

When he returned from the war Ko decided to go back to his old printing-plant job, but after a year or so he teamed up with his brother and a friend to open their own business, Komak Printing. They specialized in silk-screening for advertising companies and then began doing custom work for electronics firms. It was hard work but Ko was thriving.

He married his wife, Ruth, in 1950 and they bought a home in the leafy Philadelphia suburb of Chalfont (“James Michener lived there,” Ko is proud to point out). They raised a son and two daughters. It was anyone’s American dream come true, but especially for the grandson of a Chinese coolie.

It didn’t last.

By 1985, when he’d been in business for almost forty years, Ko faced some difficult decisions. The printing business involves a good many chemicals and waste, and the government was cracking down on disposal. His plant was outmoded. Philadelphia was losing business to other metropolitan areas.

He accepted an offer to relocate to upstate New York, in Glens Falls, near Albany. It would be an expensive move—he’d have to personally guarantee the $1.3 million loan—but the Glens Falls chamber of commerce was offering lots of incentives and his son was interested in continuing the business there.

It all looked good on paper. The reality was a nightmare. Ko says the Glens Falls incentives took longer to get in place than promised. He was forced to shut down the Philadelphia plant before starting the other, so there was loss of income and, worse, a break in the continuity with his best customers. By the time he did get the new plant open it was too late. He went out of business after only a year.

“It was a big decision-making time. I couldn’t retire. I hadn’t taken out Social Security. So at the age of seventy I had to go get a job and start paying back that million-dollar loan.” He adds, “I just didn’t feel comfortable with declaring bankruptcy. I just didn’t think it was the honorable thing to do, even though it would have been easier.”

Lessons learned in training and during the war more than four decades earlier were critical during this trying time.

“In the war I learned to be self-sufficient. I matured. I learned to be a leader. When my business failed I was able to move on, whereas my wife was devastated by the loss.”

Ko managed to preserve the plant’s assets for his principal creditors, and his lawyers negotiated the settlement of other debts at reduced levels. Continuing to live in the small-town environment with local suppliers still carrying Komak debts on their books wasn’t easy, but Wesley and Ruth persevered. He managed to get a job as a quality-control manager at a local electronics company and applied the stock options he earned toward the debts he owed. Finally, at the age of seventy-six, Wesley retired, saying, “I have no regrets.”

He and Ruth now live near their daughters, in Massachusetts. He’s editor of The Glider Towline, the newsletter of the surviving members of the 325th Glider Infantry Association. It’s filled with chatty reminders of coming reunions and pictures of grandfatherly men in baseball caps bearing the regiment’s insignia. One caption reads, “The youth of World War II are the senior citizens of today.” A column called “Taps” gets longer with every issue, as it marks the passing of the glider veterans or their wives.

Ko’s only regret is that the lessons of his generation are lost on his grandchildren. He was disappointed when his grandson quit the private school he was attending. Now, however, the young man seems to have found a calling as a carpenter, and Wesley is feeling better about his direction.

However, Wesley Ko reflects the common lament of his generation when he says, “Everything comes too easy. Nowadays you just don’t make the effort like you did in our day.”

JAMES AND DOROTHY DOWLING

“I ran that department like a business and in military style.”

IN A WAY no one could have anticipated at the time, the military training and discipline required to win World War II became an accelerated course in how to prepare a young generation to run a large, modern, and complex industrial society. Nearly every veteran, however painful the military experience may have been, seems to be grateful for the discipline and leadership training they were exposed to at such a formative age.

James Dowling of Smithtown, New York, is the personification of the difficult times of his generation, the heroics of ordinary men in extraordinary situations in time of war, and the priceless contributions of veterans to the development of postwar America.

He’s now seventy-five years old, a grandfather, a founder of the Little League in his hometown, a retired highway superintendent, and a vintage car enthusiast. He’s proud of his family, his personal independence, and his contribution to his community. If that sounds like a predictable and bland résumé for a man in his mid-seventies, it is also deceptive, for it masks a life of deprivation, struggle, adventure, heroics, and achievement.

James Dowling was orphaned soon after he was born. His mother died when he was only six months old and his father was unable to care for this baby and his four brothers and sisters. In those simpler times, when much of social welfare was a matter of good-hearted people, the plight of James and his siblings was made known in church. The minister announced that someone had to take in these children.
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James and Dorothy—home on twenty-four-hour leave

James and two of his brothers were taken home by the Conklins, Clarence and Anna. It was not a formal adoption but the Conklins raised these Dowling children as their own. Conklin was a prosperous builder in Smithtown until the Depression hit. At home the electricity was often shut off. So was the telephone. But what James remembers is that no one gave up. His father took odd jobs and always gave a portion of what he earned to creditors until he paid most of them off. Mrs. Conklin took in sewing. They avoided bankruptcy. It wasn’t easy, but at that time in small towns bankruptcy was a disgrace to be avoided at all costs.

Besides, James and the others in the family didn’t feel deprived. Everyone they knew was going through similar experiences. The family stayed together and made the best of it. The boys spent their days fishing and clamming, getting what jobs they could.

James was fascinated by the relatively new field of aviation. The Conklins lived not too far from where Charles Lindbergh had lifted off for Paris in The Spirit of St. Louis. The skies over Long Island were beginning to fill with the new airplanes coming off the production lines at the nearby Grumman plant.

So when war broke out and James was drafted in 1943, at age nineteen, he immediately volunteered for the U.S. Army Air Corps and qualified for bombardier-navigator training. He promised his hometown sweetheart, Dorothy Owen, that when he returned they’d be married. She had no doubt he’d be back, recalling more than a half century later, “He was a cheerful Irishman with blazing red hair. I knew he’d be okay.”

Dowling was assigned to the 445th Air Wing of the 8th Air Force and shipped to England, where in 1944 he began bombing runs over Germany, striking at the heart of the German military-industrial complex. By his eighth mission he was lead bombardier-navigator, and on his eleventh mission he was in a world of trouble—a long, long way from the innocence of those summer days back on Long Island.

His squadron was involved in a massive bombing attack on an industrial center near the German town of Kassel in September 1944. There were thirty-seven B-24s on the raid when they came under attack from above and below: antiaircraft fire and Luftwaffe fighter planes. Thirty of the B-24s were lost, including Dowling’s. He managed to bail out before it crashed, but as soon as he hit the ground he was captured by German troops and loaded onto one of many boxcars for a three-hundred-mile ride. Their journey, like Dr. Van Gorder’s, was often interrupted by strafing attacks from American planes unaware that those German trains were loaded with Americans.

Back in New York, Dowling’s family and his sweetheart, Dorothy, were notified he was missing in action.

Dowling spent the next eight months in a German POW camp, Stalag Luft One, near Barth, Germany. Shortly before Christmas 1944, English-speaking German broadcasters read over shortwave radio holiday greetings from American prisoners of war. It was a compassionate act on the part of the Third Reich, wholly at odds with what it was doing on the battlefield and in places such as Dachau and Buchenwald.

Two housewives who heard Dowling’s name and message to Dorothy didn’t get all the details, so they each sent a postcard on December 22 to Dorothy at her home in Ballston Lake, New York. One postcard was addressed, simply, “Dorothy?” Dorothy’s sister had heard the broadcast as well. It was the first message from Dowling since his capture. “Dearest Dorothy, I am all right, sweetheart. I didn’t get a scratch or anything. Please tell Mom and Dad. Don’t worry about me. We’ll get married as soon as I get home again. I love you and miss you terribly, sweetheart, and wish that I could be with you soon. I have lots to tell you when I get back.”

A military telegram with the same message arrived five days later, after Christmas. The military message added: “Pending further confirmation, this report does not establish his status as a prisoner of war.” A cautionary note to go with the first word that James was still alive.

As the New Year began, the end was near for the Third Reich. James was liberated by advancing Russian troops in May 1945. He was headed home shortly thereafter. Before he left he wrote to Dorothy, not knowing that the Christmas message had gotten through. The sentiments were the same from this determined young man: “. . . I am alive and well, can’t wait to get home and get married.”
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James Dowling and company
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Telegram to Dorothy Owens, December 27, 1944

Dowling wrote it on a scrap of paper, folded the paper over, addressed it, and mailed it off with no envelope, no return address. Fifty-three years later James and Dorothy still have the note.

HE STAYED in the service for another two years, hoping to become a jet pilot, but when Dorothy became pregnant he decided it was time to go home to Smithtown. But now what? Well, like a lot of returning veterans James was willing to take chances, so he went into business for himself with his father-in-law. They started a seafood trucking business.

James would buy from the returning fishing trawlers late in the afternoon, load his truck, and very early the next morning set off for the Fulton Fish Market in lower Manhattan. He’d be back home at nine A.M. It was a thriving business, but James wondered what to do with all of the spare time he had before the fishing trawlers returned in the late afternoon.

“Since I had my afternoons free I started organizing baseball games for the little kids, including my five sons. I’d buy the bats and balls and before long we had forty or fifty kids in the league. Then some local businessmen decided to start an official Little League and asked me to help. I agreed, as long as the little kids could play.

“We started with four teams and by the seventies we had six hundred boys playing. I was president of the League for eighteen years.” Little League was, in many ways, a metaphor for the postwar years. There were now so many children on the playing fields of America it was no longer feasible just to count on informal pickup games to keep them occupied. Little League baseball was a game of the suburbs, which were beginning to dominate the American social landscape. It was extremely well organized, reflecting the expanding and evolving codification of American life even at leisure.

James didn’t confine his community service to the Little League, however. In the early 1960s another veteran, the town clerk, asked him to run for superintendent of highways in Smithtown. He had three hours to decide. After talking it over with Dorothy, he decided he could do a good job, so he ran as the candidate of the Democrats, even though he’d never been registered in either party. He defeated a man who’d been in the job for twelve years.

This was no cushy, eight-to-five assignment. From the development of the interstate highway system down to the gridwork of curb, gutter, and asphalt in new developments, the construction of roads was a vital element in the social and economic expansion of postwar America.

As James remembers, “I came into office at a time when all of the young ex-GIs were moving out of Queens and Brooklyn and into new suburban homes. I met with them. They wanted good services, and that meant good roads.”

Smithtown was no longer a sleepy little Long Island fishing village backed up to potato fields. Although James had never built a road in his life, his military training had taught him how to organize and move men. He had 175 people reporting to him, and a big task ahead. He had to modernize the Smithtown road system so that it would fit seamlessly with the developments now surrounding it and feed easily into the shopping malls that were beginning to take hold at the edge of town.

He was ahead of his time in many of his techniques. When he ripped up an old road, he’d reprocess the old material and use it as a base for the new road, introducing the concept of recycling to highway construction at a time when most old asphalt was simply carted off to a landfill.

Dowling is especially proud of his snow-removal techniques. He saw a major snowstorm as the highway superintendent’s equivalent of battle. He had some experience with clearing airfields during winter storms in the war, so he simply adapted what he had learned: he put more trucks on the road, switched to the new, modern snow tires, introduced new hydraulic systems. Smithtown became so well known for its snow-removal efficiency that the state of New York contracted Dowling to teach other municipalities and counties what he had learned. As he said when I spoke with him, “I ran that department like a business and in military style.”

That was not enough for him, however. “I didn’t take life for granted,” he says. “The most memorable lesson I learned in the war is that life is precious. I really came to appreciate that when we languished in that prison camp. So I am always looking for things to do.”

In addition to his duties as highway superintendent and in the seafood trucking business, Dowling also ran a bulldozer business and a small restaurant, for a time. “I was always looking for challenges in life. I think the war years gave me that. And anyone who went through the Depression understood what a dollar was and what it meant to find work. I think I passed these values on to my kids and the people who worked for me. One of the young people who worked for me came by later and said, ‘You had a purpose. We came to work every day knowing you had a project for us. You were always looking ahead. You treated us with respect.’ ”

Dowling didn’t discuss the war much until he was in his late fifties, and then he went to a reunion of the 8th Air Force. He came home from that with renewed pride in what he had been through, and began to share his stories with his family. “Now,” he says with a chuckle, “my sons and grandsons ask me more about the war. They’ll see something on the History Channel and say, ‘My grandfather flew through that!’and they’re in awe.”

That’s a change from the earlier years, when he first returned from the war. “After we got back, people didn’t talk about it and you didn’t ask, even if they were in the same age group and likely served in the war. I didn’t know until a few years ago that one of my Little League coaches had been in an air raid that I knew of; it was just like that.

“It didn’t really become important to talk about until we were in our sixties. When I went back to the site of our prison camp, I started opening up with my wife and family a little more. I felt I could, because other guys were there. But my pilot would never talk to his wife about it. And two members of our crew, when we tried to get them to reunions, they just didn’t want to relive it, I guess.”

Three of his sons went to Vietnam and James is proud of that. He’s also confident the country and this generation are in good shape. He and Dorothy, his wife since 1945, went into Manhattan a few years ago to march in a veterans’ parade, and they were stunned by the number of people “who just came up to us and shook our hands, saying, ‘Thanks.’ I think the spirit of America is back.”

As for his future, James has a few more Model A’s to restore and then, as he says, “I will look for some civic project to get involved with, some service to perform.”

Dorothy offers the most fitting testimonial. Fifty-three years after she married the young man with the blazing red hair, she laughs when asked the secret to their long love affair. “Simple,” she says. “He’s a really great guy.”
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Harry R. Hammond, identification card

REV. HARRY REGINALD “REG” HAMMOND
“I think we were on God’s side. The United States has done some foolish things, but in that war I knew we had God with us.”

FAITH IN GOD was not a casual part of the lives of the World War II generation. The men and women who went off to war, or stayed home, volunteer that their spiritual beliefs helped them cope with the constant presence of possible death, serious injury, or the other anxieties attendant to the disruptions brought on by war. Helen Van Gorder’s faith helped her through the great strains of having a husband, and later a son, in the line of fire. Faith was the twin to love in the marriage of the Brodericks. On the front lines, chaplains were not incidental to the war effort. Some jumped with the Airborne troops on D-Day and others risked their own lives to administer last rites or other comforting words to dying and grievously wounded young men wherever the battle took them. The very nature of war prompted many who participated in it to think more deeply about God and their relationship to a higher being once they returned home.

“God does not bring war upon us. We bring it upon ourselves. Man’s inhumanity to man is not God-driven.” Harry Reginald Hammond—Reg to his friends—came to understand the place of God early in his life through the work of his father, a popular Episcopal priest in Ventura, California. He came face-to-face with man’s inhumanity to man as a first lieutenant during World War II.

Those lessons remained fresh in Hammond’s mind when, more than fifty years later, he was ordained as a priest in the Anglican Orthodox Church at the age of seventy-nine, the oldest person ever ordained in that faith. It was the spiritual outgrowth of a lifetime of service to others and an abiding faith in God. In his family, Reg had always been expected to wear the vestments of a priest, but no one would have guessed it would take so long or that when he finally answered the call it would be in another church.

After all, his father, Stephen, and his four brothers had all been priests in the Episcopal Church. In his early years, Reg seemed destined for a career in the grocery business. After he married Margery MacPherson in 1941, he happily went to work in her father’s grocery business until he enlisted in the Army and shipped out for boot camp and then officer’s training in North Carolina.

He landed in Normandy a few days after D-Day, and that’s when he began to see the horrors of war. He ran a platoon of antiaircraft guns to protect the field artillery of the 90th Infantry Division, an outfit in the thick of some of the worst fighting; at one point the 90th had a casualty rate of 100 percent among its enlisted men; 150 percent among the officers. He was awarded five battle stars and a Bronze Star for meritorious service. “I saw more bodies in a short time than most undertakers will see in a lifetime. Young men dead alongside the road. Every night I would pray for those guys and myself. I think it deepened my faith.”

When he returned to California after the war, his father-in-law had sold the grocery business, but Reg still was not ready to follow the path of his father and brothers into the seminary. Instead, like 2.3 million other returning vets, Hammond made use of the GI Bill. He enrolled at the University of California at Santa Barbara.

He started as an economics major. “I thought I’d catch on with one of the big businesses in California, but then I also thought I might like teaching, so I added education to my major. By the time I started student-teaching I knew what I wanted to do. I liked working with kids. I guess I was drawn to service of some kind—the idea of having some effect on the future. A way of paying back, in a sense.”
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Harry R. Hammond, ration card
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Harry R. Hammond, pay data card

It was the beginning of a pilgrimage through the California public education system, from the San Joaquin Valley to Marin County, north of San Francisco. Hammond began as an elementary school teacher but moved over to administration after a few years, commuting to Los Angeles in the summer months to earn a PhD in education along the way. By the time he retired in 1980 he had served as teacher, principal, assistant superintendent, and superintendent, but he had never completely given up the idea of also serving the church in some formal way.

By then he had started and dropped ordination studies twice. He decided he’d have to be content as a perpetual deacon, a sort of priest’s assistant. But then he was unable to finish that training, either. It appeared he would live out his life, as he put it, “as the black sheep” of a family that had sent four other sons to the priesthood.

Besides, he was growing disillusioned with the Episcopal Church in the 1960s, which, like so many institutions at the time, was altering its traditions. “Instead of looking to the Bible for direction,” he says, “they were looking to society for direction in terms of sexual behavior, adultery, these kinds of questions.”

Eventually Dr. Hammond became so fed up he left the Episcopal Church and helped found a branch of its much more conservative cousin, the Anglican Orthodox Church. It uses the original Book of Common Prayer, which stresses the authority of the church. Anglican Orthodox worshipers place more emphasis on the confession of sins and adhere to a stricter definition of what sin is.

When Dr. Hammond and a few like-minded faithful established their church, there was an immediate problem: the denomination was relatively small, so there were few priests. His friends encouraged him to step up his involvement and follow in the footsteps of his brothers and father into the ministry. Since Hammond had spent so much of his life preparing for this role, the bishop of the Anglican Orthodox Church agreed to let him skip seminary and qualify by taking a lengthy and rigorous test.

When he completed the bishop’s test and was ordained, thus fulfilling a calling that had been so much a part of his life for so long, Hammond had “a deep sense of satisfaction . . . a sort of wonderment and pleasure.” He was grateful that his brothers, all priests in the Episcopal Church he had left, were supportive of his decision. “My youngest brother had hoped I would stay in the Episcopal Church, but he came to my ordination and participated; you can’t ask for more than that.” One of his parishioners, Dr. William Henry, says, “Reg embodies the Episcopal priest of the thirties, forties, fifties . . . he has the Book of Common Prayer memorized. When he was ordained it seemed as if he was correcting a mistake.”

The Reverend Hammond is using the years he has left to continue the call to service he’s heard most of his life. He has an older congregation, so that often means house calls for this seventy-nine-year-old clergyman. He takes communion to the shut-ins, aware that if he was not willing to make the extra effort, the people he serves would be left with no opportunity to observe their faith.

As he goes about his ministerial duties, the Reverend Hammond also remembers his experiences during World War II, when he was praying for the young boys who had been killed or were about to face death in battle. “You needed something to keep you going,” he remembers. “It made me realize that there was something much larger than just me. I realized it had to be God. And I think we were on God’s side. The United States has done some foolish things, but in that war I knew we had God with us.”
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Lloyd Kilmer (with his wife-to-be, Marie Beckwith) with his new wings,
Pampa, Texas

LLOYD KILMER
“My dad’s a piece of work. He’s the quintessential GI. What you see is what you get.”

NOTHING CAME TOO EASY for Lloyd Kilmer, the son of a Minnesota dairy farmer. When Lloyd was eight years old his father lost the farm to the bank and the family moved onto county assistance in the nearby small town of Stewartville. It was a common migration for farm families across the Midwest and it was a traumatic time in the lives of these proud, independent people.

Typically, everyone in the family went to work wherever they could. Young Lloyd sold newspapers, sacked groceries in the local market, and ran the projector at the movie theater. When he wanted to join the Boy Scouts, a county official lent him the fifty cents for the admission fee. He didn’t wear shoes in the summer so that he could have a decent pair in the winter.

He never had a bicycle as a kid, but it’s not a bitter memory. “That’s the way it was. There wasn’t much we could do about it.” What Kilmer remembers most about those years is that his father was humiliated when he had to apply to the WPA, the government relief program, for work so that he could feed his family. Kilmer says it left such a deep impression on him he made a pledge. “I never wanted to experience that sort of thing for my wife and family. I was driven toward never letting that happen.”

Goals in those difficult times were modest by modern standards.

Again and again I have heard from this generation, “We really didn’t have any expectations.” For too many of them, the idea of any real prosperity was simply too remote. Lloyd Kilmer was the first member of his family to graduate from high school, an achievement of considerable pride. He was working as a bellhop at a hotel in Rochester, Minnesota, home of the Mayo Clinic, when the war broke out.

Kilmer, who had never been in an airplane in his life, knew immediately what he wanted to do. He wanted to become a combat pilot. He enlisted in the Army Air Corps on July 22, 1942, and was accepted for officer’s candidate school. Suddenly he went from being a bellhop in a comfortable hotel in a small, prosperous mid-western city to the rigors of pilot training in a succession of bases in Kansas, Oklahoma, and Texas.

Understandably, Kilmer is still very proud that he passed every test along the way and that within one year of the day that he first set foot in an airplane, he was a qualified pilot of a four-engine bomber, the B-24. His girlfriend pinned on him the silver wings and gold bar of a second lieutenant. In return, he gave her an engagement ring paid for by assigning to the jewelry store his ten-thousand-dollar military insurance policy. As he says, “My dreams had come true.”

He was assigned to the 448th Bomb Group, 712th Squadron, 2nd Air Division, 8th Air Force, based in England. He was flying combat missions on a regular basis, including D-Day, June 6, 1944. From the cockpit of his plane he could see the first wave of GIs going ashore on those murderous beaches. Kilmer says it is a day that “will live in my mind and heart forever.”

Twenty-three days later was another date fixed even more firmly in his memory. On June 29, 1944, his sixteenth mission, Kilmer was on a bombing run over a Nazi tank factory in Germany. He was taking heavy fire from antiaircraft guns on the ground.

“One shell went through the wing, rupturing the gas tanks, disabling an engine, and starting a fire. Another burst knocked the propeller off an engine. Other planes were exploding all around us. We could see parachutes coming out of some—and others with no parachutes. We were in big trouble.”

Still, Kilmer, who was just twenty-four years old, was confident they could make it back home or at least to the North Sea, where, if they ditched, they’d be picked up by an Allied sub or ship. “I didn’t have any real question,” he says. “I had a wonderful crew. They were superbly trained. There’s no doubt we could make it back. But it didn’t work out for us.”
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Liberation Day—Stalag 7A, April 29, 1945
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Lloyd Kilmer, aviation cadet, 1943
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Lloyd Kilmer’s plane, June 29, 1944, Beemster, Holland

They managed to put out the fires on the plane by going into a steep dive, but they were losing too much fuel to make it to safe territory. Kilmer was forced to crash-land in a potato field near Beemster, Holland. They all managed to survive the crash without serious injuries but the Germans had total control of the area, and within a short time Kilmer and his crew were all prisoners of war.

For the next ten months Kilmer was an inmate at two German POW camps. One interrogation was especially memorable for him. After days in solitary confinement, he was repeating only his name, rank, and serial number while being pressed at gunpoint for information about the 8th Air Force. Kilmer was taken to see a German officer.

Kilmer recalls, “The officer said to me, ‘Mr. Kilmer, you’ve been very stubborn. You haven’t told us what we want to know, so we’re going to tell you what we know about you.’ ” With that, Kilmer says, the officer pulled out a book describing the activities of Kilmer’s bomber squadron, its bombing reports, and biographies of the crews. Kilmer was stunned. Then the German officer said, “You think we’re pretty smart, don’t you? We know ninety-five percent of what’s going on in the American armed forces. However, your government knows ninety-seven percent of what’s going on in the German armed forces.”

That was the end of Kilmer’s solitary confinement and interrogation and it was the beginning of the long, cruel fight to survive, days of watching other inmates getting shot as they tried to escape, the same meals of watery cabbage or turnip soup, the cold nights with only a thin blanket for cover. When asked if he ever came close to just giving up the fight to live, Kilmer says, “Nope. I had a bride that I was going to marry. My mother and father, family, and great friends. No, I was going to go home.” Those same thoughts were in the minds of so many veterans I interviewed. In the worst of combat or other dangerous situations they were sure they were going to survive to return to the girl back home or to their families.

Kilmer was living in squalid conditions with 125,000 other prisoners at a German camp called Moosburg Stalag 7A in the spring of 1945. He had lost sixty pounds; his weight had dropped below one hundred. He was attending a POW church service on April 29 when the chaplain, a fellow American POW, paused to listen to the small-arms fire that had suddenly erupted around the camp and looked up to see low-flying aircraft. Kilmer chuckles as he remembers the chaplain saying, “Men, we’d better hit the deck.”

Not long after that, an American tank rolled through the German barbed wire. Lloyd Kilmer’s ordeal was over. To mark the liberation, the American rescuers went to a nearby church steeple where the Nazi swastika was prominently displayed on a flag. Kilmer says the men of Stalag 7A fell quiet as the swastika was lowered and an American flag was raised in its place. In a way he could not have fully appreciated at the time, that became a defining moment in Lloyd Kilmer’s life.

When Kilmer got back home he married Marie immediately and the Army arranged for medical and psychiatric treatment at a prisoner-of-war rehabilitation center in Miami Beach. He was eased back into a normal life in time to use the GI Bill and attend the fall term at Creighton University in Omaha in 1946. For a young man who was proud of his high school diploma just four years earlier, this was an unexpected opportunity.

He made the most of it, getting a degree in just three years while selling real estate part-time so successfully that, when he graduated, Omaha’s largest firm offered him a full-time job. Kilmer and Marie started a family. Their first son, Lloyd Jr., was born in 1950, and Frank followed four years later. Baby Boomers.

The boys remember Kilmer as a “God-and-country patriot,” a stern disciplinarian, and a driven businessman. Kilmer worked long hours in real estate and in a savings and loan company, where he became an officer. He was deeply involved with ex-POW organizations and the VFW. He was a scoutmaster for the local Boy Scout troop and active in his church. He organized a law-enforcement appreciation dinner during the sixties, when “law and order” were fighting words for a new generation.

For his sons, however, Kilmer was a distant figure. Lloyd Jr. and especially Frank had a difficult time relating to him. Lloyd Jr. says his father “always had a rigid set of ethics. He would say, ‘This is the way it’s going to be.’ Other parents threatened to send their kids to military school. My dad followed through.” Both boys went to Culver Military Academy in Indiana for a time, a point of pride for their father but far less so for them.

Frank and his father had some monumental arguments during the Vietnam War, when Frank dropped out of college. “It was a very difficult time in my family. And my father felt betrayed by his sons for not agreeing with his values and views about the war in Vietnam and about that era in general.”

Kilmer became such a well-known public figure in Omaha that he ran for county clerk and controller in Douglas County, and he won as a Republican at a time when the courthouse was a Democratic stronghold. But at home he was an intensely private man when it came to his past. He never talked to his sons about his war experiences. As Frank says, “His work habits and his devotion to work were typical of men of that generation who went through traumatic experience, and his relative emotional distance was also quite typical.”

The boys took their own paths in life. Lloyd Jr. recently received his PhD in education after a quarter century as a school principal. Lloyd Sr. was in the audience when his elder son received the degree. Frank left college and went into a Buddhist monastery for two years before becoming a plumber in California. Both have been married and divorced.

Their often strained relationship with their father was not unique for Baby Boomers, especially when their two worlds diverged so sharply during the sixties. The fathers were wholly unaccustomed to a permissive society. They were happy simply to be alive and, given all they had been through, they had this nagging fear it could all happen again. Their children came of age at a time when excess, not deprivation, was the rule, when their government lied about a new war, when the concepts of duty and honor were mocked.

Those were the two conflicting views of life and of the world in the Kilmer household. Now that both generations have aged and mellowed some, they’re slowly finding more common ground.

For Frank it began when his parents moved to Sun City West, a popular retirement community outside of Phoenix. His father noticed that the main boulevard had no flags displayed on the Fourth of July. Ever since that day, April 29, 1945, when the swastika went down and the American flag went up near his prisoner-of-war camp, Lloyd Kilmer has looked for the Stars and Stripes. He started a campaign to do something about R. H. Johnson Boulevard. “I devised a plan to attach an American flag to each of the hundred power poles along the boulevard,” Lloyd says. It’s now known as the Boulevard of Flags. Red, white, and blue American flags flutter every twenty yards or so along the thoroughfare that leads to the spacious retirement homes of so many World War II veterans.

They dedicated the Boulevard of Flags on Presidents Day 1989. Lloyd was honored for his role with the Patrick Henry Award for Patriotism, one of the highest awards of the American Legion.

Frank says of his dad, “He will brag about his involvement with the POWs and the VFW and the flag thing. But what I really appreciate about him is how he took care of my mother for ten years when she was really ill.”

Shortly after they retired in Arizona, Marie had a series of health problems—a broken hip, then a stroke followed by Alzheimer’s disease. The American dream for the Kilmers turned into a nightmare of emotional and physical pain. Lloyd never complained. He simply took care of the love of his life, hiring a nurse a few afternoons a week so he could go shopping. It went on for almost ten years before Marie died. Frank, who had continued following the Buddhist faith after his earlier feuds with his father, was deeply impressed and, for the first time, felt a real bond with him.

They grew even closer when Lloyd met a widow after Marie died. His new love, Ruth, had been married for half a century to another ex-POW. She was a former schoolteacher and the daughter of a small-town Iowa banker. It was a perfect match, but Frank remembers how his father was worried. “He needed affirmation it was okay,” Frank says. “What better person to get validation for something he perceived as unconventional than from his nonconformist son?”

Lloyd and Ruth are married and they think of their life in Sun City as paradise. Since her first husband was also a POW, Ruth knows never to serve anything containing turnips or cabbage. She also knows to say Lloyd’s name softly if she wants to awaken him from a nap; an unexpected touch or a loud “Wake up!” startles him still.

Lloyd remains active in the campaign to get a constitutional amendment to make it illegal to desecrate the flag, and he often attends reunions of his old bomber squadron held by the Ex-POW Association.

As his son Frank says, in a mixture of affection and admiration, “My dad’s a piece of work. He’s the quintessential GI. What you see is what you get.”

GORDON LARSEN
“I didn’t talk about the war much. I spent most of my time trying to forget it.”

FOR LLOYD KILMER, the war and his experience as a POW was a central theme throughout his life, even if he didn’t share that with his family. Other veterans shoved their war experiences to the far corners of their lives and sealed them off as best they could. They could never completely erase the memories or the residual effects of their training, but they were determined to start an entirely new life once the war ended.

In 1953, when I was living in a small town constructed by the Army Corps of Engineers along the Missouri River in South Dakota, I was surrounded by the young veterans of World War II who were busy making up for lost time: raising families, earning a living by building the large hydroelectric dam across the Missouri on this isolated stretch of the Great Plains, trying to forget what they had been through just a few years earlier.

As a talkative kid, friendly to grown-ups, I heard lots of stories about their days during the Depression or their long-ago sports achievements or hunting and fishing lore, but I cannot recall any of the veterans sitting around telling war stories. It just wasn’t done.

I do remember one startling comment, however. It came from Gordon Larsen, a popular member of the community. He was a stocky, cheerful young man who worked on a crew that kept the electrical, heating, and plumbing systems going in the town. He had such a lively sense of humor that it was almost worth it to have your furnace break down. Gordon always kept up a lively chatter while he worked on it.
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Gordon Larsen (right) at Guadalcanal, 1942

So it was surprising that the morning after Halloween he came into the post office, where my mother worked, and complained about the rowdiness of the high school teenagers the night before. My mother, trying to play to his good humor, said, “Oh, Gordon, what were you doing when you were seventeen?”

He looked at her for a moment and said, “I was landing on Guadalcanal.” Then he turned and left the post office.

It was a moment that made a deep impression on Mother. She shared it with me when she came home that evening, and we have talked about it often. It was so representative of how quickly times had changed for young people.

Gordon is now seventy-three. He’s retired from the Army Corps of Engineers after thirty-five years, having moved on from fixing furnaces to operating the sophisticated control systems in the powerhouses of dams in South Dakota, North Dakota, and Washington. He was surprised when I told him my mother and I remembered that moment in the post office. “I didn’t talk about the war much,” he said. “I spent most of my time trying to forget it.”

Gordon quit high school in Omaha to join the Marines in 1941, following the path of his older brother, Jim. He trained in San Diego with the 3rd Marine Division, 9th Regiment, and immediately shipped out for the Pacific, where he carried the heavy Browning automatic rifle ashore at Guadalcanal, Bougainville, Guam, and Okinawa, participating in some of the heaviest fighting of the war.

He hooked up with Jim, then nineteen, in the 3rd Marines, and they went ashore together at Bougainville. It was a bloody, unforgettable day for Gordon. His brother was hit almost instantly, severely wounded, on the beach. Gordon remembered it vividly. “He bounced around,” he said. “He was really hit.”

Jim was down in an exposed position, and every time a rescue effort was launched, the Japanese opened up. Gordon’s commander told him they couldn’t do anything until dark. Jim lay there all day, his life draining from him. Finally, once it was nighttime, they were able to get him back to their lines and transported to a waiting ship.

But too much damage had been done. Gordon’s brother died two weeks later in a Denver hospital.

As he told me this story, unprompted, on a telephone call across forty-five years, Gordon’s voice grew husky and more distant. “I haven’t”—he hesitated and then went on—“I haven’t talked about this hardly ever.”

He said he still has nightmares about his days in combat, and when I knew him, in the early fifties, when the memories were especially fresh, he said he thought about it all of the time, even when he was entertaining us while fixing our furnace.

There were no psychiatrists in our small community for him to see, even if he had been inclined, which he wasn’t. “I just wanted to forget,” he said, “I just wanted to get on with my life.” Gordon said that when he went into a bar in those days and heard guys talking about combat, it made him sick, so sick he’d just walk out rather than stick around and share the painful memories. Besides, he always figured those who were willing to talk about combat had never really experienced it.

After all the bloody fighting across the island chains leading to Japan, Gordon’s outfit was on Guam, preparing to board ships that would take them to the invasion of the mainland. Then word came of the surrender of the Japanese. Gordon’s shooting war was over.

He came home with his unit. There had been 240 men in it when he left San Diego three years earlier. Only eight returned alive and uninjured. Gordon says he’s never been in touch with any of them. He doesn’t want to revisit those days.

He does credit the Marines, however, and that awful experience during his formative years with giving direction to his life. He said he was a wild kid, and he didn’t know what would have happened without the discipline of the Marines and the sobering experiences of war.

He came home a man, went to school nights to get his high school diploma, and worked days learning the trade of a furnace-and-heating-system technician. “I was never out of work,” he proudly recalled. “I never had to take the 52–20 program”—a government subsidy for returning veterans who couldn’t get work—twenty dollars a week for fifty-two weeks.

Most returning veterans went to work or back to school as swiftly as possible. They were acutely aware of what they had lost in their training years. In fact many of them to this day just subtract three, four, or five years from their chronological age in good humor, laughingly explaining that those were the years they lost during the war.
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Gordon Larsen

Gordon’s choice of furnace-and-heating work proved to be a good fit. It was a skill in demand, for America was in a building boom and home heating was changing over from coal to oil. After fixing furnaces on Army Corps of Engineers projects, he stepped up to powerhouse operator on the Corps’ big hydroelectric dams in the Midwest and West.

He met his wife, Emelia, on the job in Omaha and they raised six children, four boys and two girls. Gordon reveres his Marine Corps connection but he’s also grateful his sons never had to serve. As he said of his Marine days, “It was a million-dollar experience, but I wouldn’t give you a plugged nickel to go through it again.”

Part of that experience was learning the lessons of loyalty and family. As his Marine buddies had been his family in training and in combat, he carried that attitude into his civilian life. He said, “It’s hard to explain, but my friends are like my family. I found out in the Marines what that can mean in life, and I’m still that way today.”

Life didn’t always work out the way Gordon had hoped. When he already had six children of his own and was working two jobs to make ends meet, he took in a young Sioux Indian as a foster child. He just felt sorry for the tot, whose parents were both in jail. The boy lived with the Larsens for several years but grew increasingly difficult to control, at one point attempting to burn down their house. They were forced to send him back to the reservation and they’ve never heard from him since. This is not an unusual occurrence when white families try to raise young Indians. The cultural differences often become too great to be successfully managed, but Gordon still feels disappointed that it came to a bad end. It was not what he had learned in the Marine Corps, to lose a family member because there was no common ground.

When I talked to this ordinary man with such extraordinary experiences during his teenage years, I was sorry that he hadn’t shared them with the young people in our community during the fifties. I understood, of course, why he didn’t want to revisit those nightmare years, but I am confident we could have learned something from him.

World War II left another mark on Gordon Larsen—he’s an unabashed patriot. That’s a part of American life lost on younger generations, he believes. It’s a common refrain among World War II veterans, forged as they were on the anvil of military discipline and the call to duty to defend their country against real peril. “Whenever I hear Taps or see a flag go by, I get tears in my eyes. Even now,” he said, “and I’m seventy-three.”
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John Caulfield (far right) with buddies, Panama, 1945
The ROMEO Club—
Retired Old Men Eating Out

JOHN “LEFTY” CAULFIELD

“I have only one regret. My kid never had a Corner.”

ALTHOUGH THE WINDS OF WAR had been blowing steadily across the Atlantic and Pacific for some time, it wasn’t until the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor that everyone in the United States finally realized we could not stand idly by while the Axis rolled across Europe and Asia. That stunning surprise attack galvanized the nation as no speech or distant development could. While Pearl Harbor was the explosion that triggered five long years of death, injury, and separation, it also gave Americans everywhere common cause. They talk longingly now about the loss of that bond, that cohesion of national purpose and the personal ties that went with it.

It’s a regular topic at the monthly meetings of the ROMEO Club, held in various diners at the edges of Harvard Square, in Cambridge, Massachusetts. John Caulfield, a burly former high school principal, started ROMEO. “Retired old men eating out,” he explains. Not just any old men. The guys from Kerry Corner, the Irish working-class neighborhood not far from the leafy sanctuary of Harvard Yard.

In the thirties, Kerry Corner made up about ten square blocks of Cambridge. Caulfield and the others are forever attached to those roots. “I tell ya, where we’re from, every three-decker house had four, five kids to every floor, and every morning they were out the door and headed for St. Paul’s School.” Wood frame homes were divided into three parts for the families that had emigrated from County Kerry, Ireland. These were large families whose lives revolved around work, the Roman Catholic Church, the Democratic party, and whatever sport was in season.

Every guy had a nickname. Hutch, Lefty, Nibby, Mac, Dude, Jabber, Spud, Bugs, Tea Pot—whatever it was, it stuck for life. They were a gang, but not in the modern sense of guns and dope and senseless violence. They were a gang of pals, and when they got into a fight it was with each other, and then, as one of them says, “We shook hands and forgot.”

As teenagers they led lives of innocent deprivation. They used the showers at the playground fieldhouse because no one had showers at home. There were no swimming pools so they took their dips in the Charles River. They organized their own baseball and basketball games without the current worries about uniforms and liability insurance. They got whacked by the nuns at St. Paul’s, the neighborhood parochial school, when they stepped out of line; and if they went home and complained to their parents, they were likely to be whacked again. Their mothers stayed home and their fathers went off to jobs as laborers, policemen, firemen, plumbers, printers, railroad men.

When Pearl Harbor was attacked, they signed up for the Navy, the Army, the Marines, the Merchant Marine. Someone put up a big banner in the neighborhood—KERRY CORNER’S CONTRIBUTION TO THE UNITED STATES—with a star for every young man who enlisted or who was drafted. Mothers and fathers would gather on the square to organize Christmas packages for the boys who were fighting their way across Europe or the Pacific as infantrymen, radar operators, aircraft controllers, helmsmen, and quartermasters. None became a highly decorated hero or senior officer, but the boys of Kerry Corner, and millions more like them from neighborhoods across the country, were the muscles and bones of the U.S. armed forces.

It was the biggest adventure of their lives. Before Pearl Harbor their world was defined by the ten square blocks of their neighborhood. As Eddie O’Callaghan remembers, “I was glad to get out and get back, but it really was an education because when we were kids a trip to Cape Cod was really a big thing—sixty miles away.”
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John Caulfield (middle row, second from right), August 1942,
St. Paul’s CYO baseball team

Not even the war could separate them. One of their favorite stories was told by the late Angie Backus, a Marine in the Pacific in 1942. His unit had been in heavy fighting on Tulagi for six weeks, with no reinforcements and no fresh supplies. Finally some more Marines landed, so Angie decided to take his mortar crew for a midnight raid on the supply depot. “We sneak down,” Angie said, “and we get stopped by a sentry. He looks at me and says, ‘Angie, is that you? It’s me, Sonny Foster.’ Way out in the Pacific, in the middle of the war, I bump into a kid I grew up next door to. Small world, huh?”

Remarkably, only a few from the Kerry gang didn’t return. They can count only a half dozen. The others came home to the old neighborhood at the end of the war. But before long it began to change, under pressure from the expansion of Harvard and the rising prosperity in Cambridge. The lads from Kerry Corner were doing well too, and they were able to move to nearby working-class suburbs. In their hearts, however, they’ll live on Kerry Corner, as friends, forever.

Some went on to college while others went directly to jobs as machinists, graphic artists, telephone company foremen, state highway patrolmen, or city cops. In the war they were the foot soldiers and common seamen, the men who made the war machinery work. They returned to perform the same invaluable service to greater Boston, just as other members of their generation were doing for other urban areas and small towns across the country.

John “Lefty” Caulfield, the organizer of the ROMEO Club, returned and went to Harvard, which he had attended briefly on a baseball scholarship before enlisting in the Navy. When he reenrolled in 1946, he had the GI Bill to pay the way—and many classmates who would later make their marks on the world, including Henry Kissinger; James Schlesinger, the former director of the CIA who was also secretary of defense and secretary of energy; Robert Coles, the distinguished psychiatrist who has devoted his life to the study of troubled children; and Amory Houghton of the Corning Glass family.

Caulfield, now a member of the Harvard Athletic Hall of Fame, played four years of varsity baseball, captained the team, and led the Ivy League in hitting. His favorite memory is beating Yale in 1948, when a young Navy veteran was captain of that Harvard rival—George Bush, Yale’s first baseman.

That was an unexpected dividend from the war: the mixing of the likes of Lefty Caulfield with a future president of the United States from a country-club upbringing in Connecticut, a long way from Kerry Corner. Caulfield’s father died when he was young, and the family was so poor he can remember blankets over the windows to keep the cold out and long waits at the local food bank for free grapefruits, cornmeal, and baked beans.

When Caulfield graduated in 1950, he began a career in education in the Cambridge schools, first teaching math and French while coaching the baseball teams. Later, he was appointed principal at Martin Luther King High School just 150 yards from his old home on the corner of Flagg and Banks streets. He had mixed feelings about the promotion. “I could do more for them as a principal,” he explained, “but I missed the family of kids I had as a teacher.”

We met upstairs at a ROMEO Club gathering at Charlie’s Kitchen, a folksy bar and grill in Cambridge. A few of the members wore hearing aids and, on the whole, they were a pound or two over their ideal weight, but they’re a healthy bunch for men in their seventies and eighties. They were wearing caps signifying their old military units or craft unions, a few sports shirts with the name of a club in Florida or down at the Cape. They present visitors with a tiny beaded pin of the American and Irish flags.

It was a big turnout the day I was there, eighteen guys from the old neighborhood and the one woman who’s a member, Helen Sheehan, widow of Joe, a legendary figure who starred for the Boston College basketball team after the war. He was killed in an industrial accident later and Helen got his place at the table. When she lost her husband, their boyhood friend, they immediately organized a raffle and raised several thousand dollars so she would have ready cash. They also love to tease her in the most politically incorrect fashion. “Helen’s one of the boys; we think she was a man before her sex-change operation.” Helen laughs as heartily as any of them.

Father Joe Collins, eighty-four, of the neighborhood parish, St. Paul’s, was also there. He’s married many of these men and represents the faith that’s been such an important part of their lives. Only one has been married to more than one woman and that was because his first wife died. Father Joe always begins and ends the meeting with grace and benediction. When he finishes someone asks, “Is he gone now? Can we swear again?”

They’ve told and listened to the same stories so many times that when I asked James Maher how long he was in the service, the whole table answered with him in a singsong harmony: “Three years, seven months, and twenty-one days.” They all laughed. Mostly, however, they talk about the old days and the differences in life between then and now.

Caulfield believes these monthly gatherings typify the big difference. “I would say camaraderie and the affection everyone has to this day. It’s fifty years of this.” And something else, according to Caulfield. “I believe we’re being victimized by our affluence. We don’t appreciate things because you don’t work for them.” It’s a common observation of this generation and all the men around the table nod in agreement.

That leads to a discussion of other lamentable changes, in their eyes. O’Callaghan, who was in one of the units that liberated Dachau, came home from the war and signed on with the Cambridge police department. “I was a detective in the juvenile squad and I took some neglected babies to my home until we could get them into a hospital.” Now, he says, hospitals that see evidence of child abuse won’t even call the police.

John Caulfield picks up on the theme. “We’re afraid to breathe. When I was a principal I hugged all the kids all of the time. The girls and the boys. I hugged them to praise them or to get their attention. But you can’t do that anymore. Sexual harassment.”

John McGowan, a machinist for all the years after the war, says, “Too many people want others to take care of their kids. They’re sending them to school at three years old just to get them out of the house.” Leo Doyle adds his observations about modern kids: “They don’t know how to play, even. They’re bored with each other.” An impossible concept for the ROMEO crowd. “They sit in front of computer screens. It may be educational but they don’t know how to play tag, baseball, whatever the hell else. Part of growing up is learning to fight with each other.”

It goes on. Someone says, “You no longer know your next-door neighbor. If someone is sick or dies, no one knows it.” Work, which has been so central to their lives, has changed so much. “We went to work for a company and stayed there until we retired. Now they downsize; they’re getting rid of you and they don’t care.”

Someone else says, “Road rage! What’s that all about? Why’s everyone in such a hurry?”

Leo Doyle on Memorial Day: “When we were kids in grammar school the veterans from World War I would come into our classroom or we’d go down to the auditorium and they’d tell us about some of the things they went through. . . . I gave a talk in a school, and the kids kept strolling in like there was no tomorrow. Hell, when we were there you sat down and kept your mouth shut. I just got back from Wisconsin and I was talking to my great-grandchildren about Memorial Day, and they almost didn’t know what I was talking about.”

The tone, however, was not bitter. The men of ROMEO and Kerry Corner are too proud and, in a way, so pleasantly surprised by how their lives turned out they have no time for bitterness. Besides, push them a little, and they’ll tell you about the success of their kids, the schoolteachers and cops and lawyers. Joe Connally, who returned from the war to work in food services at schools throughout the Boston area, says, “You know, you forget there are so many good kids out there yet. I have a great feeling for the country and the kids coming along.” All along the table on the second floor at Charlie’s Kitchen, the boys of Kerry Corner pause over their thick hot dogs and French fries, the hamburgers, chicken sandwiches, and beers, and silently nod in agreement.

After all, their own kids are doing well in their jobs and with their families. The promise of America has not dimmed for them, the sons and daughters of Kerry Corner’s contribution to the United States in war and peace.

They don’t have everything, however. Lefty Caulfield speaks for the table when he says, “I heard a guy say one time, ‘I have only one regret. My kid never had a Corner.’ ”



HOME FRONT

Any war always has at least two fronts: the front line, where the fighting is done, and the home front, which provides the weapons, the supplies, the transportation, the intelligence, the political and moral support. The home front rarely gets equal credit, but World War II required such a massive buildup in such a short time, the home-front effort was as impressive as the fighting in Europe or the Pacific. On factory assembly lines or in shipbuilding yards, in government offices and top secret laboratories, on farms and ranches, the men and women who stayed behind were fully immersed in the war effort. They worked long shifts, rationed gasoline, and ate less meat. They rolled surgical dressings for the Red Cross and collected cigarettes for the boys “over there.” They waited for the mail and dreaded the unexpected telegram or visit from the local pastor. Some of them, pressed into duties they had never considered, found new callings in life. It was a radical transformation of America, an evolution still in progress, especially for women.
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Charles Briscoe, high school, 1936





CHARLES BRISCOE

“If you’ve got a job, there’s a way to do it. As a farm kid I didn’t have anyone to ask; I just had to figure it out. So when I went to Boeing, that’s just what I did.”

AMERICA WAS a modern industrial power when it entered the war, and so the machinery was already in place for converting production from domestic needs to the tools of war—tanks, jeeps, ships large and small, submarines, small-bore rifles, and artillery pieces large enough to launch a shell the size of a full-grown hog. No industry was as busy or as inventive as the airplane business. Aircraft designers were drafting new fighter planes and long-range bombers almost daily.

All this production required another kind of army—one of workers. There was no shortage of men and women ready to earn a steady wage after the long, lean years of the Great Depression. Moreover, most of them were used to hard work and long hours. Many had grown up on farms where the days ran from daybreak to past sundown, where work meant just that—work—the back-breaking, callus-making kind of work in hayfields and cattle barns, in primitive kitchens and rudimentary laundry rooms.

Charles Briscoe grew up as the son of an itinerant farmer who moved restlessly across the Great Plains, looking for work. Briscoe came of age in the Dust Bowl. “On the fourth of March, 1935,” he says, “I was in a car being pulled by my uncle’s car. It was a beautiful day. The sun was shining. Then it turned dark as quickly as you can clap your hands. I could see nothing. I got out of the car and felt my way to his car. My mother lit a coal-oil lamp and held it in the window of the house and we drove toward that.”

He tells another story about all that dust in those days. “My mother would hang wet sheets over a frame on our bed to keep the dust out of our lungs when we went to bed. The neighbors all around us lost children because they didn’t take the precautions my mother did.”

And two more stories of those days of poverty:

“One of the happiest days of my life—I was about in the seventh grade—we were farming in Kansas and I was trying to plow with a team of horses, walking behind, trying to keep the plow straight. My dad came home with wheels and a seat for the plow. I’ll never forget it.

“When my mother had to have work done on her teeth we had no money, so I went to the dentist and offered to work for him in exchange for the work she needed. I washed his car and I did such a good job he hired me to work around the office. I washed the floors and the windows, cleaned the bathroom—anything he wanted. He said I was the best help he’d ever had, and he gave me the keys to the office so I could come and go when I wanted. I told him my mother taught me to clean house.”

A neighbor had a John Deere tractor in need of an overhaul. He asked Charles whether he could handle the job. In fact, Charles had never worked on a John Deere, but that didn’t discourage him. The neighbor’s wife drove him to town to buy the parts. He took the tractor apart, installed the new parts, and put it back together again.

“I had a wonderful dad, but after any of us children got to a certain age we started working and never kept a paycheck. It all went into the family kitty. I could find a job at age fifteen when my father couldn’t. I just had natural skills. I got a job cutting broom-corn by hand. The rows were a mile long. The boss told the other men that if they couldn’t keep up with me, they could leave. My dad couldn’t keep up, so I’d cut his row, too.”

His father was having a more difficult time on his own farm, according to Briscoe. “We planted wheat five years straight and only one year the crop came in. We got twenty-five bushels an acre and sold them for twenty-five cents a bushel.”

By the time Briscoe was high school age, the family was living on a farm thirty-five miles from Arkansas City, Kansas, where his sister was teaching school. He wanted to complete his studies, so he hitchhiked to town to attend the high school. “I studied in the city library until they closed it,” he said, “and then I would pick up an abandoned newspaper and go to an abandoned house. I’d sleep on the newspapers. My main meal was salted peanuts because you could get them for a nickel. That went on for three weeks until we sold a pig. Then I could rent a room for a dollar and a half a week.”
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Charles Briscoe, junior college, 1938

After graduation Briscoe left for California, where he enrolled in a sheet metal school, learning the ways of this new trade that blended perfectly with his eye for design and his instinct for a job well done. He returned to Wichita, Kansas, in 1940 with his new craft, for a job at the Stearman Aircraft Division, a branch of Boeing. The plant was already gearing up for the possibility of war, turning out light training planes and working on a supersecret project: the development of the B-29, the Superfortress, the long-range bomber the Army Air Corps desperately needed.

Briscoe knew the mission was urgent. “We knew the B-17s and B-24s didn’t have the range to get to Japan. We had to have the B-29 to win the war and get the men home from over there. We worked seven days a week, often twelve to fourteen hours a day.” He says Boeing tried to find farm boys for their workforce “because we were used to long hours. Out on the farm we got up at four A.M. to milk the cows and then milked them again at eight-thirty that night. So hard work wasn’t anything.” There was another dividend for Boeing in hiring farm boys at a time when the aircraft industry was in a do-or-die creative phase. Farm boys were inventive and good with their hands. They were accustomed to finding solutions to mechanical and design problems on their own. There was no one else to ask when the tractor broke down or the threshing machine fouled, no 1-800-CALL HELP operators standing by in those days.

My father, Red Brokaw, was a blue-ribbon member of that fix-it generation. My mother learned not to say aloud that she needed, say, a new ironing board, because my father would immediately build her one. She liked to buy something from the store occasionally. When I was a young man in need of spending money I mentioned that I could mow many more lawns if I had a power mower. I had a snazzy new model from Sears Roebuck in mind. My father went to his workshop and built a mower using an old washing machine motor, welded pipes for handles, a hand-tooled blade, and discarded toy wagon wheels mounted on a plywood platform. He painted it all black and it was a formidable machine. At first I was embarrassed, but then as it drew admirers I was proud of its homespun place in a store-bought world.

During the war, Red and his pals made all of our Christmas toys. Later in life, when I took our daughters home for a Christmas visit, it snowed hard and we were determined to go sledding. By then my parents had gotten rid of all of our childhood sleds, so Grandpa Red took my daughters down to his workshop and turned out a wooden sled in less than an hour. It went down the hill as swiftly as any Wal-Mart model. My daughters, grown now, treasure the memory.

My father and his friends were like Charles Briscoe. They loved to make things work, and although they were not formally trained they had an instinct for design. Briscoe worked in tool design at Boeing. “I had to learn it all on the job because I had no experience like that whatsoever,” he says. “We couldn’t always get the materials we needed, so we’d make some tools out of Masonite or maple wood. They didn’t last long, but then we’d make another one using just a band saw.”

Briscoe’s parents were also used to hard work, so he got them jobs at the Boeing plant. His father was sixty-five at the time and his mother was in her late fifties.

They were all part of a team effort to build the new, long-range airplane. Nothing like it in aviation had ever been undertaken before. Just four years earlier, Boeing had produced a total of one hundred airplanes from its Seattle and Wichita plants. Now the military wanted more than five thousand a year, including this new, long-range bomber—the first mass-produced, pressurized heavy bomber. It had a wingspan almost fifty feet longer than a modern 737. It would be the single greatest airplane program during World War II.

It was America at its inventive best. “Today you have to have FAA approval,” Briscoe says, “but on the B-29 the engineers were drawing plans and we were making parts before it was approved by anyone. Some of what the engineers gave us were just pencil sketches—not even blueprints.

“We started putting beds in the B-29 because we figured the pilots would be in there a long time—but then we decided there wasn’t enough room, so we had to redesign and take the beds out.”

In February 1943, a prototype B-29 was tested near Seattle with tragic results. It caught fire and crashed, plowing into a building near Boeing Field. All twelve crew members and nineteen people on the ground were killed.

In June 1943 the first production B-29 rolled off the Wichita assembly line. Briscoe will never forget the moment. “All of us went out to the front of the hangar to watch the new B-29 take off, and as it took off, smoke started coming out! We thought we’d lost everything. But it turns out they’d left an O-ring off one of the oil lines.

“The next day it took off and it was beautiful. We knew we had a successful airplane. It looked as big as an apartment house—and I had built it.”

What he did not know at that moment was that the B-29 Superfortress would be the means of delivering the bomb that would bring Japan finally to its knees. It was a B-29 called the Enola Gay, named after the mother of the pilot, Colonel Paul Tibbets, who dropped the atomic bomb on Hiroshima—the beginning of the end for imperialist Japan.

Charles Briscoe was not on the job the day the news came of the bombing of Hiroshima. He was in the Navy. “I was twenty-nine years old and I had two sons and I wanted the world to be safe for them, so I volunteered for the Navy in 1945. I was in for just nine months before the war was over. I definitely knew it had to be a B-29 carrying the bomb, because that was the only airplane we had that could make it that far. I was thrilled. I realized it was sad that all those Japanese died, but how many Americans would have been killed without the atomic bomb?”

After the war and his short-lived Navy career Briscoe returned to Boeing and spent the rest of his working life there, helping develop parts for the new airliners that were rapidly filling the skies around the world. Briscoe was an invaluable troubleshooter for Boeing. Going back to the time when they were inventing the B-29 day by day, he had developed a knack for designing and producing airplane parts. After he retired at sixty-seven, Boeing brought him back at the age of seventy to work on special projects. The company tried to bring him back after his eightieth birthday as well, but there he drew the line.

He’s proud of the work he did on the Boeing 737, the world’s most popular airliner. The skin of the 737 was first formed by two sheets of metal that met the thickness specifications but exceeded the weight restrictions. So Briscoe and the Boeing experts designed a series of waffle-shaped cutouts on the inside to reduce the weight. It was one of many challenges the former farm boy relished during his long career at Boeing.

It’s been a much better life for Charles Briscoe than he expected when he was moving around the Dust Bowl with his parents as a teenager. What he learned then, however, served him well. He learned to work. As he says, “If you’ve got a job, there’s a way to do it. As a farm kid I didn’t have anyone to ask; I just had to figure it out. So when I went to Boeing, that’s just what I did.”

It’s a way of life for him. Now in his eighties, Briscoe is still fixing what’s broken. “I buy run-down houses and remodel them and rent them. Anything that needs to be done, I do it—the plumbing, the electrical. I roof ’em, I do the Sheetrock, patch the holes, all of that.”

Briscoe teaches his children and grandchildren by example. “The kids nowadays,” he says, “their parents buy them fancy cars and depend on someone else to keep them running. When all my grandchildren wanted cars I bought five hail-damaged cars—we get a lot of hail in Kansas. I got them for about three thousand dollars each instead of ten thousand or fifteen thousand dollars. I welded a finishing nail in each of the dents, bent it over, ground it smooth, and filled it in with body putty. By the time we finished, the cars looked brand-new. I had my grandchildren help me so they’d learn that if you want something badly there’s a way to get it.”

DOROTHY HAENER
“A number of my men friends said it wasn’t a place for women. They said I’d be too nice. I had to fight them.”

IN OTHER FACTORIES converted to wartime production, other children of hard times were finally making a good wage. Many of them were women, able to take their place on the factory floor only because the men were needed in uniform. One of them was Dorothy Haener, a strong-willed young woman from a hardscrabble Michigan farm run by her single mother. Dorothy says she developed a sensitivity at an early age to how women were treated in the workplace. Recently she told a niece “how disturbed I was when my eighth-grade teacher was fired because she had been married the year before.” That was not an uncommon practice in small-town America and in the rural areas. Teaching jobs were reserved for single women and men who were “heads of household.” In the reasoning of the time, a married woman would not qualify as a head of household.

Once Haener graduated from high school, she went to work at a Ford Motor Company plant in Willow Run, Michigan, where production was already underway on the B-24 bombers that would be so critical in the war in Europe. Haener makes it clear she was not motivated by patriotism alone. “What people forget now is that people went to work because they wanted to live. Years later, when the women’s movement came along, I heard people talking about work that was ‘meaningful’ to them. I consider myself lucky that eventually I found work that was meaningful, but I was always willing to work for just wages.”

It was while working as a B-24 parts inspector at Willow Run that Haener began to reevaluate her life. Until then, she says, “I had always expected to get married and raise a family, something modern women’s organizations don’t like to hear me say, but that’s the way I was raised.” Working nine-hour days, six days a week alongside men in the plant, however, made Haener realize she could have an independent life. She was proud of her work and happy with the money she was earning.

In the summer of 1944 that life ended for Dorothy Haener. She was laid off when Kaiser–Frazier Industries took over the plant to prepare for the postwar years. It had no room for women. Kaiser declared it would hire the best of the returning servicemen—and who was going to argue with that? Haener thought there was room in the plant for men and women. After all, she’d done her job well. Why should she be penalized?

Her efforts at getting hired back at her old wage were unsuccessful. She went to work in a toy factory for much lower pay. She assembled cheap toy guns and plotted to return to the Willow Run plant and her old salary.

In the fall of 1946 she was hired back at Kaiser–Frazier but in a clerical position at a lower wage than what she had earned during the war. She quickly found a new calling: union activist. It was the beginning of the glory days of the United Automobile Workers union under the enlightened leadership of Walter Reuther, and Dorothy Haener became an eager acolyte.

She began by organizing the office workers and engineers, motivated by her anger at having been demoted summarily from parts inspector to secretary and by the wage gap between those on the production line and those working in the offices. “I can’t speak for why the engineers organized,” she says, “but for the women it was simply a matter of money.”

Haener’s success as an organizer of her colleagues and her passion for fairness won her a following within the ranks, and soon she was elected a trustee of her UAW local. She’d also gotten to know Walter Reuther, who admired her skills so much that he brought her into the national headquarters as an organizer of engineering and office staffs around the country.

Although Reuther was an articulate and committed champion of equality across all lines—race and gender—not everyone in the labor movement shared his philosophy. Haener learned that she was most successful when she didn’t single out women as an issue. She says women had to be smarter and better dressed to hold their jobs, but “if you played the equality thing too much,” she says, “you turned off men. The message played best when I focused on better pay and control of the workplace.”

At headquarters she was also an important force in raising the place of women within the UAW at every level, including the establishment of a separate women’s department for the union. Irving Bluestone, then an administrative assistant to Reuther, is now a professor of labor studies at Wayne State University and he remembers, “Dorothy was actively outspoken and put pressure where pressure needed to be placed.”

Sometimes she did that by personal example, often meeting resistance from her male colleagues in the labor rank and file. She decided to run for the powerful bargaining committee within the UAW, the elite group that goes head-to-head with management in hammering out the terms of a new contract. Many of her male colleagues opposed the idea of a woman on that critical committee. It was the labor movement equivalent of a woman in the cockpit of a fighter jet.

“A number of my men friends said it wasn’t a place for women. They said I’d be too nice. I had to fight them. Finally I won in an open-caucus vote and I lost some male friends over that. They wanted women around but they didn’t want them to have any responsibility.” It still hurts Haener to discuss personal attacks leveled against her by her male colleagues. They raised questions about her morality and whispered slanderous rumors about her personal life. When she asked a union lawyer for advice, he told her to ignore them and devote all of her energies to her union commitments.

Later, one of the men in the anti-Haener movement came to her and apologized for his role. That eased the pain some, but the larger lesson for Dorothy was that women would have to go through those kinds of experiences if they wanted an active role in the union movement. That’s what she wanted, and she was devoting her life to it.

Haener never married for largely that reason. “By the time the war ended,” she says, “I was too independent to get married.”

Haener met Betty Friedan, the author of The Feminine Mystique, when Friedan was touring the country for President Kennedy, assessing the issues of women and equality. As a result of those early meetings Haener became a founding member of the National Organization for Women, NOW. She’s no longer on the board, and while she does feel that NOW has filled a need in promoting equality for women, she believes that it and other women’s organizations have come up short in pushing hard for equal pay.

“We’ve made some improvements,” she says, “but we still have a long way to go. So many of the younger generation don’t know how far we’ve come. . . . They don’t realize that what’s given to them in the law can be taken away when the law isn’t enforced.”

Dorothy Haener got into the labor movement because she felt cheated on the job and in her paycheck when the war came to an end. It’s what keeps her going now. “Wages affect women more than anything else,” she says. “Take child care. We pay women who take care of children less than we pay people who take care of animals.”

The war years gave Dorothy Haener a chance to earn a good wage, to contribute something to her country, and to learn a good deal about herself. She not only became a seminal figure in the postwar women’s movement, she also chaired the Michigan Civil Rights Commission in the eighties and testified several times before Congress on the issue of equal pay for equal work.

She’s now retired but she hasn’t given up her long fight; she volunteers to walk picket lines in the Detroit area when needed and discusses with her nieces the continuing need to make sure women are treated fairly on payday. She’s confident they understand. After all, one of them is now an engineer at General Motors and a mother. Dorothy’s niece has maternity leave and child-care benefits. The bitter experience of her aunt Dorothy more than fifty years ago and how it changed her life paid off for Dorothy’s niece, and for thousands of other women who are just now beginning to take their place alongside men in the workplace and at the pay window.

HEROES
“Hero” is a description tossed around lightly these days—like “star” or “celebrity”—another significant difference between the closing days of the twentieth century and the century’s middle years, World War II. During the war the use of the phrase “You’re a hero” was likely to bring on the quick rejoinder, “No, I’m not; I’m just doing my job here—like everyone else.” The fighting men and women were so dependent on each other and shared so many common experiences they were embarrassed to be singled out.

Some acts of heroism, however, were so breathtakingly conspicuous, so daring and vital to the military mission, they could not be overlooked or turned aside. In many instances they changed forever the lives of those who were decorated. Others who were decorated returned to the lives they would have had without the medals and the attention.

If there is a common thread among the major medal winners, it is the same modesty expressed by Army nurse Mary Louise Roberts Wilson when she received the Silver Star. Almost to a person they have said to me, “I didn’t win this medal. I merely accepted it for all the people who were with me.” Nonetheless, they did win it, and the very qualities that led them to take great risks to save others served them well once they returned home.
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Bob and Wanda Bush, wartime portrait


BOB BUSH
“Everyone should learn the meaning of that famous little four-letter word—work.”

BOB BUSH has been married to his high school sweetheart, Wanda, since 1945, when they were both eighteen. They have three grown children and the comfortable lifestyle that goes with Bob’s great success in the lumber and building supply business in the state of Washington. He has one blind eye to remind him of that day on a ridge on Okinawa. He went to the aid of a gravely wounded Marine officer that day, one of the deadliest days in the fight for control of the Pacific, for the planned invasion of Japan.

He has something else to remind him of that day: the Congressional Medal of Honor, the nation’s highest commendation for battlefield valor “beyond the call of duty.” There were 440 Medals of Honor awarded during World War II, 250 of them posthumously.

When Bob Bush earned his medal he was fulfilling a promise to his mother. As he left for basic training as a Navy medic the year before, when he was seventeen, he told her, “Mom, I’m going into the service to help people, not to kill them.” Bob knew that was important to his mother, a single woman who worked as a nurse in an Oregon hospital. They had already been through so much together, mother and son.

They lived in the basement of the hospital in which Bob’s mother worked and money was very scarce. But at an early age Bob had a flair for commerce. As a teenager, when he saw how hot and sweaty it was for the men working in the holds of the ships in the harbor at Raymond, Washington, his hometown, he brokered a deal with a local grocer to supply the workers with cold soft drinks. It was a profitable enterprise and Bob learned lessons early in how to fill a need, arrange credit, and most of all, provide good service.

By 1943, however, when he was in high school, the war was raging and he wanted to be a part of it. So he dropped out of school to join the Navy medical corps. He reported for basic training in Idaho, and less than a year later he was on an amphibious assault vehicle loaded with Marines, going ashore at Okinawa for what everyone knew would be a long, brutal battle against the Japanese forces dug in on the island. It was a critical piece of geography for the Allies, as they made their way toward the Japanese mainland.

Bush now remembers shouting at one of the Marines to tell their landing-craft driver, “Slow down! We don’t have to be the first onshore!” Getting ashore, however, wasn’t the problem. Gordon Larsen, the man who made me laugh when he fixed our furnace, was an eighteen-year-old Marine on Okinawa and he recalls that landing day was the first of April. As he says, “I thought it was an April Fool’s joke. There were no Japanese to fight us.”

The main Japanese force had retreated from the advance to the south end of the island, where they were well armed and holed up in caves, prepared to make this a very costly campaign for the invaders. As the Americans moved south toward the Japanese positions, the fighting became so fierce and so unrelenting that it has a special place in the storied history of the U.S. Marines.

Thirty-two days into the campaign to take control of Okinawa, on May 2, 1945, Bob Bush was attached to a rifle company of Marines on the attack over a ridge against heavily fortified Japanese positions. Bush was constantly on the move, going from one downed Marine to another to patch them up and get them evacuated.

Then he was called to help a Marine officer gravely wounded and lying in the open on a ridgetop. Bush didn’t hesitate. He went directly to the officer’s side and began administering plasma just as the Japanese attacked the position. His Medal of Honor citation describes what followed:
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Bob Bush, wartime portrait
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Bob Bush and company
In this perilously exposed position, he [Bush] resolutely maintained the flow of life-giving plasma. With the bottle held high in one hand, Petty Officer Bush drew his pistol with the other and fired into the enemy ranks until his ammunition was expended. Quickly seizing a discarded carbine, he trained his fire on the Japanese charging point-blank over the hill, accounting for [the deaths of] six of the enemy despite his own serious wounds and the loss of one eye suffered during the desperate defense of the helpless man.

Bush finally drove off the Japanese and made arrangements for the evacuation of the Marine officer. He refused aid for himself until he collapsed from his wounds as he walked off the ridgetop. More than a half century later, he told me in a cheerful tone, “I remember thinking as the Japanese were attacking, ‘Well, they may nail me but I’m going to make them pay the price.’ ”

Bush was shipped to Hawaii for treatment of his injuries and as soon as he was patched up, he was sent home. He’d been in the service just one year, six months, and twenty-two days but he’d seen enough of war to last a lifetime. He’d earned his right to get on with his life. As the Navy plane carrying him back passed over the Golden Gate Bridge, Bob Bush made a pledge to himself. “I was going to put everything west of there behind me. I was eighteen. I had to get back to school in the fall. I had the girlfriend back home in Washington.” He knew a lot of young men were interested in Wanda and he wanted to get back to win her hand.

Wanda Spooner, a petite beauty, was eighteen as well when they were married that summer. She quickly got a notion of what life would be like with the charming and ambitious young hero back from the war and ready to take on the world. Their honeymoon was the long cross-country train ride to Washington, D.C., where Bob was to receive his Medal of Honor from Harry Truman, who had been president just a few months, following the death of Franklin Roosevelt.

Suddenly, these two love-struck teenagers were on the south lawn of the White House, surrounded by the president, his cabinet, and the legendary military leaders of the day. Wanda was getting a lot of attention from the generals and the admirals, and one of the White House organizers told Bob as they went on to a reception at the Mayflower Hotel in Washington, “Don’t worry about Wanda. The admiral will keep his eye on her.” Bob recalls saying, “Yeah, but who’s going to keep an eye on the admiral?”
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Bob Bush shaking hands with President Harry S Truman
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Bob Bush on the job

Wanda was excited because after the Washington ceremonies they were scheduled to go to New York for a parade and an all-expenses-paid tour of the Big Apple. “But Bob told me we were skipping that. We had to go back home so he could finish his schooling and get on with his business plans.” A frivolous weekend in New York, however tempting, just was not in Bob Bush’s plan for life.

Once back in the Northwest, Bob finished his high school requirements, enrolled in a few business classes at the University of Washington, and talked to his friend Victor Druzianich, another veteran, about buying a small lumberyard. Bob figured that with all of the veterans coming home it could be a promising business.

They named their company Bayview and they were off to a fast start in southwest Washington, buying lumber directly from the many sawmills in their area and selling it to contractors and the growing number of homeowners with money to remodel or expand. In fact, business was so good they were working seven days a week and figured they could prosper even more if they could somehow add an extra day.

They had learned in their military training how long they could go without sleep and still function, so they developed a plan. Every other week one of the partners would work a full twenty-four-hour day, driving through the night to Portland to pick up an extra truck-load of lumber. That demanding schedule went on for seven years.

It was the essence of one of Bob’s favorite expressions: “Everyone should learn the meaning of that famous little four-letter word—work.” He also lived by the credo of his favorite high school football coach: “Practice as you play.” To Bob Bush that meant pursuing his business goals full-time, all the time. It was the rigorous schedule pursued by so many World War II veterans. In the service they had learned the importance of identifying an objective and pursuing it until the mission was accomplished. Also, they felt they had to make up for lost time. These were children of the Depression, with fresh memories of deprivation, and the postwar years were abundant with opportunities to make real money. They didn’t want to miss out.

At home, Wanda was in charge of raising the family—three boys and a girl. They later lost one of their sons in a car accident. The surviving children, Mick, Rick, and Susan, say Bob was often an absentee father, but he would tell them he was working so hard to make their lives better than his had been. Now that they have their own grown-up responsibilities they have a better understanding, but the boys still point out that their dad missed a lot of their Friday-night football games.

Summer vacations often consisted of Bob’s dropping the family at a cabin on a lake and then returning to work.

Bob also put the children to work in the rapidly expanding Bayview business empire at an early age. Mick laughs now when he says, “If I put my kids in the situation he put us in, I’d be in jail.” As soon as they were teenagers the boys were learning to drive forklifts and trucks in the lumberyards. Susan was always Daddy’s little girl to Bob, but he didn’t spare her his favorite four-letter word, either. As a teenager she had to work cleaning the toilets and other public facilities in the stores.

Wanda was the indulgent parent. She was up before everyone in the morning to get breakfast on the table, pack the school lunches, do the laundry, and act as the court of last resort if Bob refused to back down from “no,” his favorite initial response to most requests. That division of family responsibility and the lines of authority were not unusual in the households of veterans across the country.

There were moments of tension in the Bush family, but Wanda smoothed them over and, besides, the kids were the beneficiaries of Bob’s wartime heroics. He almost never talked about those awful days on Okinawa, but he belonged to an elite club and the family would be visited by other Congressional Medal of Honor winners, including the famous flier Jimmy Doolittle or the Marine Corps ace Joe Foss, later the first commissioner of the American Football League.

When Rick was in the eighth grade he began to become more fully aware of his father’s wartime heroics, but when he asked Bob about what it was like on Okinawa he remembers his father saying only, “Well, you know, it was very difficult. We had to dig foxholes. Hygiene was terrible. We had hair lice but we had a job to do, and mine was to help people hurt in the war. I was happy to do it.” Period.

As the business flourished and expanded into mobile homes, golf course construction, and ready-mix concrete—as well as the seven lumberyards and building supply stores—Bob began to relax a little. He took Wanda and Mick to the inauguration of John F. Kennedy, the first member of his generation to be elected president. It was notable for mother and son for two entirely different reasons.

Bob laughs when Wanda, to this day, gets a kind of dreamy expression as she describes meeting JFK at a White House reception. “He looked right into my eyes,” she says, “and even though I didn’t vote for him, I certainly thought he was handsome and charming.”

Mick remembers another reception for the Congressional Medal of Honor winners. Former president Harry Truman was the speaker. Mick was just ten years old but he could hardly believe what he was hearing. Truman was recalling his favorite Medal of Honor recipient. The former president said it was a young man from the West Coast who had promised his mother that he was going into the service to help people, not to kill them. Mick knew Truman was talking about his dad, but Bob did nothing to draw attention to himself, not even when he introduced Mick to Truman as the reception was winding up.

Rick was also struck by the modesty of the Medal of Honor winners. He noticed something else about those common men who acted with uncommon valor. “For them,” he says, “responsibility was their juice. They loved responsibility. They took it on head-on, and anytime they could get a task and be responsible, that was what really got ’em going.”

Nonetheless, Rick struggled for a time as a teenager when he realized what he’d have to live up to with Bob as a father. He acknowledges they clashed over lifestyle and values for a while, but he always tried to understand what his father had been through in the Depression and the war. As he puts it, “I try to assimilate his values but I also try to show him the difference.” Bob has another way of describing it. “Rick,” he says, “is a Porsche and I am a Volkswagen.”

Now that the children are in their forties, with kids of their own, and Bob and Wanda are in their seventies, they have a new Bush generation as common ground. Bob manages to work into almost every conversation the success of a granddaughter who graduated from Pepperdine College and immediately got a high-paying job with a Fortune 500 company. Or another granddaughter, a star basketball player, who’s also going to Pepperdine on a scholarship from the Medal of Honor Society, an organization made up of all living recipients of the coveted decoration. His daughter, Susan, a schoolteacher married to a building contractor, says, “Dad is all about family now. He built an extra-large house in Palm Springs so he can take care of all the grandchildren.”

The boys, Mick and Rick, also have a keen appreciation of Bob’s business skills. They followed him into the company, but on Bob’s terms. He sold each of them a lumberyard and building-supply store so they could be independent. As he put it, “I’m not going to give you the business. I am going to give you the opportunity.” He financed the purchases but they’ve had to make the payments.

He’s also available for advice, including the Bob Bush rules for operating a successful business. He told the boys that when they’re asked how the business is going, answer “Good,” never say “Great,” because your customers will think you’re doing too well. Don’t say “Terrible,” because they’ll think you’re about to go broke. He also told them to stay away from personal relationships with women who work in the business, and from stating their personal opinions about politics and religion in the office.

For their part, they’ve gotten him to relax a little more. As Rick says, “He’ll now play nine holes of golf. In the past he’d only play six holes before rushing back to the office.” Susan thinks she’s helped him lower the emotional walls a bit. She says, “He is a lot more loving and he hugs more than he used to, he’s a lot more emotional and openly affectionate.” Bob listens to all of this with a mixture of pride and bemusement.

So does Wanda, sitting just off to the side, looking a little wan. She’s going through a difficult bout with cancer and the prognosis is not encouraging. Bob is spending all of his time with her, consulting with doctors, trying to make her comfortable. She remains the light of his life. Besides, he agrees with their children when they say, as Mick put it, “My mom is the bravest person in this family today.” And Susan adds, “And Dad wouldn’t be where he is without my mom.” Rick chimes in, “I’ll second that.” Bob, the wartime hero and tough-guy businessman, looks at Wanda adoringly and smiles.

Bob Bush was awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor for conspicuous valor on Okinawa, but it was the thought of Wanda that got him home alive. Together they have had memorable moments as a result of that medal, and certainly the prosperity that came with Bob’s business success was a dividend, but it is their enduring love for each other and for the family they had together that is their greatest accomplishment.

JOE FOSS
“Those of us who lived have to represent those who didn’t make it.”

NO ONE would ever accuse Joe Foss of slowing down. Even now, at the age of eighty-two, he inhales life in big, energetic drafts. He is in many ways the quintessential World War II hero. He grew up poor on a farm in South Dakota at the height of the Depression. He lost his father when he was a teenager. He was inspired to fly when he saw another midwesterner, Charles Lindbergh, on a barn-storming tour. He worked at a gasoline station after high school to earn money for college and flying lessons. After playing football and graduating from the University of South Dakota, he enlisted in the Marine Corps in 1940. He quickly became one of the Marines’ most gifted pilots, and when war broke out he spent a year working at Pensacola as an instructor.

In the fall of 1942, Foss shipped out to Guadalcanal as the executive officer of a squadron of Marine F4F-4 Wildcat fighter planes. Foss remembers they were at sea, with their planes on a carrier, “wondering what it would really be like to finally be in the war.” They found out quickly enough when they were aroused from their berths in the middle of the night with the news that Japanese submarines were in the area and the pilots would have to launch their planes early.

Foss, who now lives in Scottsdale, Arizona, remembers that once the squadron was off the carrier and headed for Guadalcanal, “I knew what war was going to be like. As we came in low to Henderson Field on Guadalcanal, we could see bomb craters all around and the antiaircraft guns were firing at Jap planes overhead. When we landed, the Marines on the ground gave us a big reception, cheering and everything.” Those Marines were happy to have the help. They had been fighting steadily since August just to gain control of the field and hang on to it.
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Tom Brokaw with Joe Foss, Two for the Money game show, 1957

Foss said to one of the Marine fliers who had been there awhile, “Well, I guess you veterans will show us around.” Foss says the Marine answered, “Oh, you’ll be veterans, too, by tomorrow.” Actually, it took a week. On October 16, 1942, Foss shot down his first Japanese Zero. By November 19 he had shot down twenty-three, an extraordinary number, but the skies over the Pacific were filled with fighter planes and bombers as the United States and the Japanese battled for control of the air and the sea lanes leading to the mainland of Japan.

In fact, on the day he shot down his first Zero, Foss was nearly shot down himself. In those days, aerial combat was practically face to face. Foss and the other pilots didn’t have laser-guided weapons and sophisticated computer systems telling them when to shoot. Those aerial battles were accurately called “dogfights,” two snarling high-powered fighter planes twisting and turning, each trying to get the advantage, the pilots hitting the buttons to fire the machine guns, while they continued to fly at speeds of up to 300 miles an hour at altitudes ranging from just a few feet off the ocean surface to high in the clouds.

The F4F-4 Wildcat was not as quick or as responsive as the Japanese Zero, so when Foss’s plane was hit, he knew he was in trouble. He had three Zeroes on his tail as he went into a steep dive and then a big, wide turn, trying to get back to Henderson Field with a dead engine and his propeller free-wheeling. “The Zeroes stayed right behind me,” he says, “and as I cleared the hill to land at Henderson they unloaded all their lead at me.” Foss landed the plane at full speed, with no flaps and little control in what is called a “dead stick” landing. The F4F-4 careened across the runway and skidded to a stop just short of some palm trees. Later his ground crew counted more than two hundred bullet holes in the plane. Foss, then twenty-seven years old, sat in his cockpit, badly shaken, thinking, Why did I ever leave the farm? Suddenly he heard the cheers of the ground crew, “kids eighteen and nineteen years old who had watched it all,” he recalls, “and I said to myself, Well, you’re a leader, Joe. You’re in it all the way now, and from that point on I was just a full blower.”

By January 1943, Foss had shot down twenty-six enemy planes, equaling Eddie Rickenbacker’s record from World War I. He had been shot down and forced to ditch at sea, swimming through the Pacific waters for twelve hours until he was rescued by island natives in a dugout canoe. Two days later he was back in the air.

His exploits included a breathtaking maneuver in which he dove directly toward a Japanese battleship to deliberately draw fire and make it easier for other American planes to torpedo the vessel. As he started his dive he radioed to the rest of the squadron, “Keep it steep, girls, keep it steep.” He figured a plane coming straight down would be a difficult target for the battleship guns. He was right, but it was an extremely risky maneuver. When Foss pulled out at the last moment, he was so close to the ship he could see the Japanese officers on the bridge.

He was indestructible. Though he was knocked off the flight line for six weeks by a bout of malaria, he came back to fly again. Foss, who had learned to shoot pheasants and ducks on the wing as a boy on the South Dakota prairie, was a warrior of the old school, mourning the losses of friends from his squadron but never crying. He carried a Bible and a pair of dice in his flight-suit pockets, wore a leather helmet, and chewed on a cigar when he was on the ground. He had a Marine’s vocabulary and a bellowing voice. One of his squadron members would say of him, “All the balls of any man who ever walked the earth.”

In the spring of 1943, the Marines decided Captain Foss had done his share and brought him home to a hero’s welcome, less than a year after he had shipped out. He was awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor and was put on the cover of Life magazine, the ultimate press accolade during the war. He had a hero’s swagger but a winning smile to go with his plain talk and movie-star looks. Joe Foss was larger than life, and his heroics in the skies over the Pacific were just the beginning of a journey that would take him to places far from that farm with no electricity and not much hope north of Sioux Falls.

Before the war ended, he returned to the Pacific for another tour, and he was invited to Australia to brief a squadron of British Spitfire pilots. He had just started his talk when he noticed the Englishmen were not much taken with this rough-hewn Marine with the barnyard style of speaking. So, typically, he just confronted them in his direct, take-it-or-leave-it way. “I said to them, ‘I know what you birds are thinking right now. You’ve been up there in Europe flying against the Germans, and you don’t need any advice from me. Lemme give you a tip: You’re going to underestimate the Zero, and when you do you’re going to land on the deck.’ Well, they didn’t pay much attention,” Foss said, “and when they went up against the Zeroes over New Guinea, seventeen or eighteen of them were killed, including their best flier.” It was a moment that crystallized Joe Foss’s philosophy of skill over style.

When the war was over, Foss went home to South Dakota and opened a charter flying service and a Packard car dealership before getting involved in Republican party politics, first as a state legislator and then as governor in the mid-1950s. Whatever their politics, South Dakotans like me were proud to have such a blue-ribbon war hero as the state’s chief executive. We could count on our largely anonymous state getting more attention with Foss in charge.

Besides, Foss, for all of his acclaim, was a South Dakotan through and through. He loved to hunt and fish and he still knew his way around a farm. His speeches were usually rambling affairs, filled with Marine or prairie colloquialisms. For example, he still likes to remind audiences, “Hey, if we hadn’t put up a scrap back there during the forties, you’d be living under the Japs or the Germans and I don’t think you’d like that very much.”

It was during his terms as governor that I got to know Foss personally. When I was seventeen, I was elected governor of Boy’s State, a weeklong program organized by the American Legion to expose honor students to the structure of government and the challenges of politics. As governor, Foss came to a lunch in my honor and we hit it off. Later that summer, he invited me to become his partner on a national quiz show that wanted to cash in on his war heroics.

It was a very generous gesture from this nationally famous figure, to reach out to an obscure teenager and offer a spot by his side on Two for the Money, starring Sam Levenson, live from New York. All of the questions were about American politics, and we won $612 apiece, a small fortune in the preinflationary days of the fifties.

It was my first trip to New York, and when the show was over Joe asked what I was going to do. I explained I had to fly back early the next morning, but there was so much I wanted to see. He said, “I think you should stay a few extra days. I’ll get in touch with your parents when I get back and tell them it was my idea.” When I called home later that night to tell my folks that the governor thought I should stay a few days more, there was a long pause at the other end of the line. Finally, my father said, “Well, I think you should. You’ll probably never get to see New York again.”

Now that I’ve lived in Manhattan for more than twenty years, I often think of that night and the days that followed, when I went to Ebbets Field to see my beloved Dodgers in their final summer in Brooklyn, the trips to Greenwich Village, to the Statue of Liberty, and to the top of the Empire State Building, walking by Carnegie Hall, listening to Dixieland jazz from the sidewalk in front of the old Metropole Café at Times Square. By the end of my stay, I had a better understanding of what appealed to me and what I could handle. I knew somehow that this time my father was probably wrong. I would see New York again. Maybe Joe Foss knew that, too, as he encouraged me to stay.

In the fifties, Foss was busy on several fronts. In addition to his duties as governor, he was still flying as a senior officer in the Air National Guard and he was in demand at Marine reunions and other military gatherings around the country. But there were other challenges outside the public limelight. He had married his South Dakota girlfriend when he returned from the war, but they soon discovered that it was not a perfect union. Foss not only was gone a good deal on political or military trips, he was also an avid sportsman, so he had many invitations to far-off safaris and other hunting expeditions.

The marriage lasted longer than many troubled relationships because one of the Fosses’ children suffered from cerebral palsy, another from polio. Although these challenges temporarily united the couple, they also served to put strains on their marriage. In addition, Foss’s wife suffered from diabetes, a condition that would eventually take her life. The demands of their life became too much for the couple to endure, so they decided to separate.

The public by and large was not aware of the fissures in the Foss marriage. In those days the private lives of public officials remained just that, unless a scandal became too large to ignore. There was no scandal here, just a troubled marriage. Because Foss was active in the establishment of a children’s hospital in Sioux Falls to treat the handicapped, and was also the national president the Society of Crippled Children and Adults, an organization dedicated to the welfare of polio victims such as his son, it was a surprise to many in his home state when the Foss divorce became public knowledge.

By then Foss had left politics, having lost a race for the U.S. House of Representatives to another South Dakotan with a distinguished war record, George McGovern, who had won one of the military’s most coveted awards, the Distinguished Flying Cross, as a B-24 bomber pilot in the European theater. McGovern, a history professor, was as self-effacing as Foss was bold, but he was a much better politician, with a strong sense of his political beliefs and an ability to articulate them.

McGovern, who rarely mentioned his DFC or wartime service, went from the U.S. House of Representatives to the Senate before becoming the 1972 presidential nominee of a badly fractured Democratic party. As he campaigned hard for his prairie populist beliefs, against the Vietnam War, and for a liberal economic agenda, Richard Nixon and company portrayed him as a captive of the hippie left. McGovern was crushed in the general election, but his warnings about Vietnam and a budding scandal called Watergate proved to be prophetic. He remains one of the country’s most decent and thoughtful public servants. The DFC McGovern won for landing a crippled bomber and saving his crew is much more telling about his courage and patriotism than any whispered innuendo from the crowd that saw their president resign in disgrace.

After losing to McGovern, Foss went on to become the first commissioner of the fledgling American Football League, often appearing at games in a white cowboy hat with a bolo tie around his neck, exuding enthusiasm and sharing war stories or trading hunting tips with the eager men of his age and interests.

When, by mutual consent with the owners, he left the AFL in 1966, Foss went on to a variety of other jobs, including a starring role in his own television series, The American Sportsman. His primary role, however, remained that of being Joe Foss, war hero, or, as he liked to say, “bull in the woods.” He was a restless sort, so he liked to keep moving.

Money wasn’t all that important to him. He turned down $750,000 for the screen rights to his story in 1956, a veritable fortune at the time. He remembers the final meeting in the Polo Lounge of the Beverly Hills Hotel, what Foss called “that little café just off the lobby. I was in a booth with John Wayne on one side of me and the producer Hal Bartlett on the other. Wayne was to get a million dollars to play me. They asked me how I liked the script. I said, ‘Fine—except for that romance baloney. If you’re going to do a story on Joe Foss, you gotta take that out.’ ” The screenwriter, who had contrived a love story to go with the combat, said, “We need that to make a show for the public.” Foss explains, “I just turned them down flat. It wasn’t me at all.”

After all, Foss knew that what he had been through in the skies over the Pacific wasn’t a love story. It was kill or be killed, pure and simple. Or, as he once said, “Combat is dangerous. It tends to interrupt your breathing process.”

Foss’s breathing process was once almost interrupted in a freak incident, this one connected to his love of the outdoors. In the sixties, he suddenly became very ill, practically paralyzed and steadily losing weight. No one could figure out what was wrong until, finally, his condition was accurately analyzed as arsenic poisoning, probably from chewing on insecticide-soaked weeds while filming his television show.

That experience, and his second wife, DiDi, led him to a life-changing experience. Joe Foss became an enthusiastic born-again Christian. For an old whiskey-drinking, cigar-smoking master of profanity who had been an absentee father and husband for much of his first marriage, it was a complete makeover. As a fundamental Christian who takes the Bible as the literal truth, Joe Foss had found a theology to match his personal philosophy: There is no middle ground in his life.

As president of the National Rifle Association, he was proud to appear on the cover of Time magazine with crossed six-guns. He believes fervently in the Second Amendment to the Constitution and thinks “that crew that wants to take the Constitution a section at a time has got it all wrong. The only piece of paper that’s outlasted the Constitution is the Bible. They both mean what they say.”

In Gary Smith’s riveting 1989 profile of Foss in Sports Illustrated, the journalist said that if Foss were “a traveling campfire, men would form a circle around him and warm themselves by the flame that men have always sought—certainty. And nudge each other in the ribs and grin and whisper, ‘Isn’t he a pisser.’ Because even if they thought he was wrong, he was still that rare thing, an original, himself.”

Foss has the same unapologetic attitude toward his religious beliefs. He told me his embrace of the Lord is “the greatest decision I ever made. I made it for eternity. In every speech I give I mention the Lord. I always end with, ‘In Jesus’ name, Amen.’ Now there are those who take me aside and say, ‘Joe, maybe you ought to leave Jesus out.’ ‘No, sir!’ I tell ’em.”

He simply can’t understand the shadings of modern life. President Clinton’s lawyers arguing about the meaning of his answers under oath triggered strong memories for Foss. “Folks now just don’t have an appreciation for what an oath means. When we took the oath when we were sworn into the Marines, it was a contract! That’s what we went out there to defend. I can still see my pals sitting around when we weren’t flying, guys like Casey Brandon and Danny Doyle, a couple of baseball players from Minnesota, talking about what we were going to do when we got back from the war. Well, they didn’t get back. I lost half my squadron. We all knew what an oath was about.”

Foss, for all of his strong feelings, isn’t a bitter old man. He still roars to life shortly after dawn on the Arizona desert, ready to fly off to give a speech at a Marine base change-of-command somewhere, or share with others what his embrace of Christianity has meant to him. He was pleased recently when a schoolboy member of his church asked him to come to his school for a day set aside to honor American heroes. Joe chuckles when he says, “Well, I got there and I was the only living hero. All the rest were George Washington and those guys. But at least the school was studying history and thinking about heroes.”

When I asked him if he thought more about those World War II days now than he did a few years ago, Foss said, “Yes, more people seem to be bringing it up. People seem to realize how the world would be different if we hadn’t put up that scrap.” When I ask if he missed the old days, he answered quickly, “Oh, no. I’m not a guy who missed anything from anywhere. I’ve always been a guy who just gets up and goes.”

It’s probably that quality that made him such a cool, daring, and effective fighter pilot. It’s also what makes him so engaging as a man. His unalloyed views on everything from guns to God to education to right and wrong may not match your own, but you know that he’s arrived at them honestly. And if you don’t agree with him, Foss, now in his eighties, may think of you as a “bird” or a member of “that crew,” his all-purpose mild epithets, but he won’t take time to hate you. He’s too busy for hate.

As he says of his World War II experience and what it should mean to others, “Those of us who live have to represent those who didn’t make it.”

LEONARD “BUD” LOMELL
“We were trained so well I didn’t believe anything could kill us.”

LEONARD “BUD” LOMELL hasn’t been an active-duty U.S. Army Ranger in more than a half a century, but in his heart and in his mind he still wears the distinctive patch of the elite military unit that had the most dangerous assignment on D-Day. He led his men up the sheer cliffs at Pointe-du-Hoc while German forces dropped grenades on them, kept up a steady stream of fire, and even cut the ropes the Rangers were using to scale the precipice. We met when Lomell was one of the veterans featured in NBC News’s documentary on the fortieth anniversary of the invasion.

By then he was a sixty-four-year-old lawyer from Toms River, New Jersey, but as we rode together in a small motorized rubber raft just offshore from Pointe-du-Hoc, talking about that day decades earlier, I could almost see the tough, young First Sergeant Lomell directing his men as they landed under the withering fire of the German forces.

They had been getting ready for this mission for more than a year, undergoing training that was so grueling that many of the Rangers said they were looking forward to combat to escape the rigors of preparing for it. They had endured long speed marches with full packs, nighttime landing exercises in the cold waters of the Atlantic, hand-to-hand combat training, climbing slippery rock cliffs and rappelling down again. They were young men, between eighteen and twenty-four, and superb athletes, their bodies sinewy with muscle after months of the most demanding forms of physical exercise.
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Leonard Lomell, wartime portrait
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Charlotte Lomell

Bud Lomell had volunteered for the elite Ranger Corps after enlisting in the Army following college. He was the adopted son of Scandinavian immigrant parents who took him into their family when he was just an infant in Brooklyn. Later they moved to the Jersey shore, where Bud grew up, pampered by two older sisters and a big brother in the poor and hardworking family.

He remembers that the night he graduated from high school his father bought him some ice cream. As they sat at the family’s kitchen table, Bud was stunned when his dad burst into tears and said, “I am broke. I don’t have any money. I can’t help you go to college. I wish I could, but I can’t.” Bud had never seen his father cry. He recalls, “I went over to him, put my arms around him, and told him not to worry. I could make it on my own.”

Bud knew the family was poor. His dad was a housepainter, and at the height of the Depression no one in their working-class community was spending money to paint their home. Bud always had after-school and summer jobs to help pay the way, and he figured his athletic prowess would help him get a college education.

It did. He enrolled at Tennessee Wesleyan College on a combination athletic scholarship and work program, earning letters in football and participating in Golden Gloves boxing. He was also editor of the school newspaper and president of his fraternity before he graduated in 1941.

He returned to New Jersey, where he was able to get a job as a brakeman on a freight train, often working sixteen-hour shifts on the runs up and down the Atlantic seaboard. He knew, however, that before long he’d be in uniform, so he enlisted in the Army.

Three years later he was a first sergeant in charge of a platoon of Rangers as they ran their LCA ashore at the base of Pointe-du-Hoc. Lomell was commanding the platoon because his lieutenant had been reassigned just a few days before.

As they were landing, Lomell felt a sharp pain in his lower back. He was sure another Ranger with whom he had been arguing the day before had hit him. He turned and gave the guy a whack. Lomell still laughs when he recalls how the other Ranger was stunned, saying, “What’s that’s all about? I did nothing to you!” Lomell didn’t realize until later that, in fact, he’d been shot through the right side. He kept going despite the wound.

The 2nd Rangers had a specific mission on Pointe-du-Hoc. They were to knock out five 155mm German coastal guns Allied intelligence figured to be just atop the cliffs. When Lomell and his men got to the top, however, there were no major German guns on the emplacements. Lomell and another sergeant, Jack E. Kuhn, found a dirt road leading inland and they began to follow it.

By now their daring mission is well known to students of that chaotic and vitally important day. Stephen Ambrose and many others have recounted what the two sergeants accomplished. They found the five 155mm guns heavily camouflaged, well back from Pointe-du-Hoc and aimed at Utah Beach, another landing spot for the Allies on D-Day. The guns were not manned, but Lomell and Kuhn could see German troops about a hundred meters away, apparently forming up to get the guns operational.

Lomell instructed Kuhn to cover him, saying, “Give me your grenades. . . . I’m gonna fix ’em.” He ran to the guns and attached thermite grenades to critical parts and smashed the sights of all five guns with his rifle butt. The two sergeants withdrew to get more grenades and finished off the gun emplacement by disabling the remaining weapons. Mission accomplished.

It was just nine A.M. D-Day morning and Sergeants Lomell and Kuhn had already performed so heroically they would later be awarded the Distinguished Service Cross and Silver Star, respectively. It was also the beginning of a long war for both men, as they fought their way across Europe in all of the major campaigns, including the Battle of the Bulge.

That morning and in the days following the heavy fighting on and around Omaha Beach, First Sergeant Lomell came face-to-face with the worst of war. “When I saw my dead Ranger buddies laid out in rows,” he told me later, “their faces and uniforms caked with dirt and blood, I couldn’t believe it. I wanted to yell at them, ‘C’mon, get up!’ We were trained so well I didn’t believe anything could kill us.”

Before the war was over Lomell would be wounded twice more and would receive a battlefield promotion to second lieutenant. In 1945 he was ready to come home, and when he did, he led other uniformed veterans from his hometown in a victory parade down the main street of Point Pleasant, New Jersey.
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Charlotte and Leonard Lomell
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Lomell family portrait, taken at the Lomells’ fiftieth wedding anniversary, June 6, 1996

He had not been home long when his mother began to talk to him about that nice girl he had been seeing before he enlisted, Charlotte Ewart. She had been training to be a nurse at a hospital in Long Branch, New Jersey, in the summer of 1941, right after Lomell’s college graduation. He was already working seven days and nights a week so there wasn’t much time for courting. When they were together, however, the mutual attraction was strong. Charlotte remembers, “I thought he was very handsome and very self-confident. That was important to me. He knew what he wanted.”

Before long, however, Lomell had enlisted in the Army and, typically for him, he then turned all his attention to his military training. He called Charlotte occasionally when he was home on leave but he didn’t write, and soon they drifted apart.

After the war, when he took his mother’s advice and called, Charlotte was enrolled in a public health nursing program at the College of Seton Hall. They arranged to have dinner and as Lomell says, “She was just the most impressive girl I had ever known. The rest didn’t have a chance. We just picked up where we left off.”

A year and a half later they were married, on June 6, 1946, two years to the day after Sergeant Lomell was fighting his way up the cliffs at Pointe-du-Hoc, a bullet wound in his side, determined to find and knock out a battery of German guns. As Charlotte says now, laughing, “Every wedding anniversary we share with the surviving Rangers, because it is also the anniversary of D-Day.”

The GI Bill was Lomell’s ticket to a career he could not have expected to have before the war. It allowed him to enroll in law school, at LaSalle University and Rutgers University. By 1951 he had passed the state bar exam and been admitted to the New Jersey bar.

The Lomells continued to make their home in southern New Jersey, and by 1957 Bud had founded his own law firm in the growing community of Toms River, about halfway between Philadelphia and New York. It quickly became one of the largest in Ocean County. As Bud likes to say, “I ran it with Ranger discipline.” As the father of three daughters he was especially sensitive to the idea of sexual harassment before it became a popular workplace issue. Over the years, “I had to fire a couple of young lawyers for violating the rules in that area,” he says. “Paid ’em off and got them out of there. I’m proud that my firm is known as the ‘league of nations.’ We’ve had several women and men of different ethnic backgrounds, sixteen lawyers in all and about thirty other employees.”

Charlotte and Bud were a team at home and in the law firm. She kept the books and looked after the maintenance in the law offices, and together they made family decisions. They were raising three daughters of their own when Charlotte’s sister died, leaving a teenage son and daughter. The Lomells simply brought them into their family as their own and sent all five children to college.

Through it all, Bud kept a close association with his Ranger buddies from the war. When they were younger, the Lomell daughters—Georgine, Pauline, and Renee—were so accustomed to Ranger veterans from Bud’s old outfit dropping by, they just considered them “uncles.” Renee—Bud and Charlotte’s youngest daughter—a schoolteacher, considers those visits to be an important part of her education. “You really didn’t see the military side,” she says. “It was just a bunch of good men from a variety of backgrounds who cared about each other a lot.”

They rarely talked about the worst of the war, she says. “They talked about the fun times during training or whatever, never about the fighting.”

Renee also remembers as a teenager in the sixties how her father adapted to the idea of young men with long hair and unusual wardrobes. “He worried a lot more about our safety than he did about the length of hair,” she says. He had essentially the same attitude toward the war in Vietnam. He supported it at the beginning, but when he saw it was poorly planned and executed, a terrible waste of young American lives, he turned against it.

Most of all, what the Lomell daughters remember is their parents as a perfect team. Bud, the energetic and outgoing lawyer with a soft touch for his daughters, always consulted Charlotte, who ran the family finances and preferred quiet evenings to large social gatherings. They were divided politically, Charlotte as a Democrat and Bud as a Republican, but that rarely caused any real rifts. “Our parents are a team,” one daughter said, “and they made the family a team.”

As a lawyer Bud did have certain rules to protect his feelings about his family. If he took on a divorce case he would never discuss it after three o’clock in the afternoon because he didn’t want to be upset by someone else’s family dispute when he went home to his own family. He often attended juvenile court on Fridays, and the girls remember that when he came home those nights his warnings about the dangers they could encounter took on new meaning.

Daughter Georgine is an Episcopal priest and chaplain at a long-term-care facility in Louisville, Kentucky. She says of her dad, “He walks his talk. He’s all about fairness and justice. When my sisters and I were teenagers we looked younger, so when we went to the movies we could have gotten in on the kids’ prices, but Dad would never do that. From him we learned how to be straight arrows.”

One of Bud’s protégés is Judge Robert Fall, who sits on the New Jersey state appellate court. Fall was in a local grammar school when Bud came to speak, and he made an indelible impression. Later, when Fall was in law school, Bud hired him, first as an intern and then as a member of the firm. “He was just the epitome of a leader in that firm,” Fall says. “The lines were drawn very clearly between right and wrong, and with Bud you just didn’t cross the line. I learned so much about integrity from him.”

Fall says Bud didn’t talk about his war experiences, but there were occasions when the old Ranger training spilled over into firm activities. “Every year we went as a firm—lawyers and spouses—to the Princeton–Rutgers football game,” the judge remembers, chuckling. “We’d have to meet at the offices at a fixed time, travel in a convoy of cars to the game, eat a tailgate lunch at a specific time, and meet for dinner at a fixed time and place later. Bud ran it all with military precision.”

As time went on, Bud Lomell became much better known in Toms River for his civic contributions than for his war record. He was a director of a local bank, president of the county bar association, a member of the local school board, president of the local philharmonic association, and, as a lawyer, always available to do pro bono work for local firemen, policemen, juveniles, and churches.

Judge Fall says that in his role on the bench, he thinks about Bud Lomell every day, and he is guided by the lessons he learned from him about right and wrong. Although Fall has known about Bud’s war record since he was a grade-school student, he remains in awe of the raw courage he demonstrated on D-Day and beyond. “You wonder,” Judge Fall asks, “could I reach down and do that? I guess I’ll never know.”

As for Bud, he still goes to his law offices a few times a week, even though he’s been retired since the mid-1980s. He’s survived two heart surgeries and he still has a military command style. As we were sitting in his comfortable waterfront home along the Jersey shore, preparing to do an interview on his reaction to the Steven Spielberg film Saving Private Ryan, a gardener started up a power mower outside. Bud turned to Charlotte and said firmly, “Tell that lawn mower to move out and come back later.”

Bud had been a special guest at the Hollywood premiere of Saving Private Ryan. He was impressed that Spielberg had been able to re-create the chaos and the bloody conditions of the D-Day landing so effectively, but he had lots of problems with the rest of the film. Tom Hanks as a Ranger captain, he said, “should never be walking around with his men, all talking loudly in broad daylight. That would only bring in German mortars.” Also, Bud noted that Hanks and his men were much older than the soldiers had actually been. “We were all eighteen or nineteen years old; I was one of the older ones at twenty-four,” he points out.

Bud Lomell is now in his late seventies and he counts his long, happy marriage to Charlotte and the lives of their three daughters as the most meaningful events in the lifetime that began in the poor, immigrant neighborhoods of Brooklyn and took him to the heights of military and professional success.

Charlotte and their daughters recognize that Bud will always have another family as well. The men of the 2nd Rangers who landed with him on D-Day and fought their way across those beaches and the rest of Europe, those who lived and those who died, are in Bud’s heart forever. Bud still leads Ranger tours back to those battlefields, but when they come to the American cemetery on the headland overlooking Omaha Beach in Normandy, he stays in the back of the bus. “To walk up to one of my Ranger graves there gets to me to the point I can’t do it anymore. I know he knows I’ve been by—so I’ll just go sit in the bus.”

WOMEN IN UNIFORM AND OUT
The transformation in the life of Dorothy Haener as a result of World War II was distinctive and highly visible, but millions of other women were experiencing their own unique odysseys at home as a result of the gender climate changes brought on by the demand for men in fighting jobs. In fact, there were 350,000 women in uniform and an estimated 6.5 million at work in war-related jobs on the home front. Harder to measure but equally important were the contributions of the women who stayed home, raised the children, taught school, clerked in schools and banks, kept the fabric of society together. At night they went to bed wondering if their sons or husbands were safe in those far-off places where they were fighting for their lives every day. All these experiences—for the women in uniform, for those assembling airplanes or ships, for the women who kept families and communities together—shaped that generation of women as much as combat shaped the men of their time. To this day they are living the lessons of those difficult and instructive times.
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Colonel Mary Hallaren, Tokyo, September 1947
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Jeanne Holm, Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps, 1942


COLONEL MARY HALLAREN

“You don’t have to be six feet tall to have a brain that works.”
GENERAL JEANNE HOLM

“Did you ever see an ugly general?”

THE FACE OF WAR is almost always one of a man. The familiar images of World War II are no different: FDR as commander in chief; Eisenhower directing the D-Day invasion; MacArthur wading ashore in the Philippines; Patton astride a tank, pearl-handled sidearms prominently displayed; General Jimmy Doolittle, his smiling face poking out of a cockpit; Marines raising the flag on Iwo Jima; B-24 pilots, their caps at a jaunty angle; Navy chiefs at their battle stations; GIs in a foxhole. The male was in his historic role as warrior.

Early in America’s war effort, however, it was clear there were not enough men to do all the fighting and to fill all the support jobs such a massive military undertaking required. There was a desperate need for military clerks, drivers, telephone operators, medical technicians, cooks, and couriers. The Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps was created to help fill the need. It was the beginning of a radical change for America’s military services that continues to this day.

Mary Hallaren was a natural for the WAAC. She was a junior high school teacher in her home state of Massachusetts when Pearl Harbor was attacked. Her brothers all enlisted immediately and she was not far behind. “To me,” she says, “there was no question but that women should serve.” The Army recruiter wasn’t so sure, especially when he sized up Mary Hallaren, who’s only five feet tall, by asking what someone so short could do in the Army. She answered, “You don’t have to be six feet tall to have a brain that works.”

The idea of enlisting in the war effort was really just an extension of her adventurous ways. She was a schoolteacher who, during summer vacations, went on long hitchhiking trips across Canada, Mexico, Europe, and even China—a highly unusual undertaking for women in those days. During a visit to Munich in the thirties she had been present at a Hitler rally. At the time, he was getting little notice in the United States. She was struck by the buildup preceding his arrival, but as for her, “He just didn’t make such a strong impression.” Little did she know then that he would change the course of history, and of her life, forever.

Jeanne Holm, another woman with a taste for the unconventional life, was living at the other end of the country from Mary Hallaren—in Oregon—when the Army formed the WAAC. Jeanne was working as a radio technician for the U.S. Forest Service, the tomboy daughter of a widowed mother. Her brothers were already in the Navy. She signed up for the WAAC, never guessing that her life’s course was taking a new and rewarding direction. “At the time,” she says, “the only reason women went into the military was to serve the country; we wanted to help America win the war and come home. No one thought of a career.”

Holm began as an Army truck driver but was quickly accepted to officers’ candidate school and assigned to Fort Oglethorpe, Georgia, where she rose to the rank of captain and spent the war training WAAC recruits. One of her brothers, John Holm, a Navy officer, wasn’t impressed when she enlisted, but when Jeanne returned to their Oregon home on leave wearing her captain’s bars, their common experience of military responsibility was a leveling influence. “I found I really admired her,” he said. “She was a person in her own right and very bright.”

Other men were no doubt coming to the same conclusion in their one-on-one experiences with women in the military, but it remained a world dominated by men.

It was the world Mary Hallaren was determined to alter. Given her self-confidence and worldliness at such a young age, it was little wonder the Army promoted her swiftly once the women’s corps was founded.
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Colonel Mary Hallaren, 1951

She commanded the first battalion of women sent to England and immediately began a lifelong campaign for women to be taken seriously in the military. “At first,” she says, “they only allowed the women to be clerks, telephone operators, cooks, drivers, but by the end of the first year women were filling more than two hundred jobs, including the job of cryptographer. The men discovered the women were very quick to pick up new things—they could do many jobs.”

During the war Mary served in England, France, and Italy and so impressed the brass that when the fighting ended Dwight Eisenhower asked her to oversee the upgrade of the Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps to the Women’s Army Corps, which would give women a permanent part in the military establishment for the first time. It was a hard sell in the House of Representatives, especially in the Armed Services Committee.

Mary, who was put out front by General Omar Bradley and other returning heroes of the war, remembers the House Armed Services Committee wanting to rename the bill The Reserve Act of 1948. “They felt,” she said, “the cost of integrating women into the service would be prohibitive—because when women reached menopause they’d be worthless!

“We organized men who were now out of uniform to lobby the committee members. After a few weeks I got a call from a staff member of the committee and he said, ‘Call off this lobbying and letter-writing campaign. We can’t handle it all.’ ” The committee finally agreed that women should become a permanent part of the military as WACs (Army) and WAVES (Navy). “That was a major step toward the role of women in the military today.” It was a profound change for the place of women in American society, not fully appreciated at the time and not fully accepted by military traditionalists even now.

By then Jeanne Holm was back in Oregon, attending Lewis and Clark College on the GI Bill, still uncertain what she wanted to do with her life. A letter arrived from the newly named Defense Department, informing her of the Women’s Armed Services Integration Act and inquiring whether she’d like to be considered for regular duty. She left immediately in her car for Fort Lee, Virginia.

“I was flat broke,” she says, “so as I drove across the country I had to sleep in my car for two or three nights. When I got to Fort Lee for the physicals and exams, I remember that first night listening to the bugle calls and Taps and realizing how much I missed the military.”
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Jeanne Holm, AIRSOUTH, NATO, Naples, Italy, 1957


[image: image]

Promotion to major general, 1973
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Jeanne Holm, at the White House with President Ford

Mary Hallaren was promoted to colonel and took charge of the new branch of the U.S. military, the Women’s Army Corps. She was called the “Little Colonel” because of her diminutive stature, but when it came to promoting a wider role for women in the military she was a towering figure, a godmother to the women who continued to struggle to find their places in the male-dominated military establishment. Her assistant, Mary Lever, recalls visiting WACs stationed abroad. “Wherever we went she’d get a standing ovation—the enlisted people adored her.”

Mary Hallaren was the first American woman to achieve the rank of colonel, but under the 1948 legislation that was the highest rank for women in the military, so she decided to retire in 1960. Her seminal work for women in the U.S. military, however, cleared the way for the eventual dissolution of the WACs and WAVES in the 1970s and the integration of women into all branches of the service.

By then, Jeanne Holm was well on her way to a distinguished military career, having served in Germany during the tense time of the Berlin airlift in 1948. She had been assigned to the Air Force, and she was the war plans officer at Erding Air Force Base near Munich, responsible for determining how Erding’s massive supply depot would be protected if war broke out with the Soviet Union. She was the first woman selected to attend the Air Force Air Command and Staff College.

Major Holm represented the Air Force at the Army’s mustering-out ceremony for Mary Hallaren, and they began a long, deep friendship that grew out of their shared sense of adventure, duty, and commitment to an equal role for women in the military and the civilian worlds.

Mary was leaving the military but that did not mean the end of her service to the nation or to women. After her retirement, she heard from a friend about a new organization called Women in Community Service, WICS. It grew out of the civil rights movement of the 1960s, when women’s organizations found common ground and common strength in the fight for equal rights for black Americans. Why, they wondered, don’t we have a common cause for women?

Representatives of the National Council of Catholic Women, the National Council of Jewish Women, Church Women United, the National Council of Negro Women, and other organizations began to meet secretly to see what could be done. About that time President Kennedy’s brother-in-law, Sargent Shriver, was trying to recruit women for the new Job Corps, one of Lyndon Johnson’s War on Poverty projects.

Shriver approached the women who had been trying to find a new crusade and asked them for help. They decided it was exactly the kind of mission they had been trying to define, so they helped organize WICS, which became the recruitment wing of the Job Corps. Mary Hallaren was the first executive director.

“I moved right into it,” she said. “The military was good training. I liked the challenge.” One of the officers of WICS has a vivid memory of her first encounter with the Little Colonel. “I heard this sound. I thought, ‘Is there a loudspeaker in here?’ It was Mary. She was saying, ‘Atten-shun!’ in that military voice. She looks like a cute schoolmarm with those braids, very cute, but when she barks an order she can stop you in your tracks.”

Mary agreed just to get WICS off the ground. She thought she’d stay for six months; in fact, she stayed for thirty-four years, leading WICS through its formative years, when the primary role was to attract young women into the Job Corps, and into the modern era. WICS is now a full-service organization for women in trouble: it is one of the great success stories to grow out of the War on Poverty of the Johnson years. It’s a vibrant organization headquartered in Arlington, Virginia, where it coordinates a national network of local chapters and their work with poor young women who desperately need help developing job and child care skills.

More than six thousand volunteers work in the WICS centers, some of them graduates of the very programs they now help staff. In the Pacific Northwest they work with women about to be released from jail. In San Diego WICS is a sanctuary for young women who want to get out of the southern California gangs’ way of life and into the mainstream. The New Orleans chapter has a program for moving women from welfare to self-sufficiency.

Mary Hallaren got all of that started. One of her successors as executive director said, “For an organization that was putting together a really radical coalition in 1965, Mary was able to articulate the value of putting all those resources together.” And, in a tribute to Mary’s military training, she added, “And mobilizing; she knew how to mobilize resources for poor women. She’s a big-picture person.”

This five-foot dynamo, after a lifetime of helping women—first in the military and then in the inner cities across America—was inducted into the National Women’s Hall of Fame shortly before her ninetieth birthday. She reacted with her characteristic modesty. “I just happened to be fortunate enough to have been with two organizations that really did a terrific job for women.” In fact, those two organizations—the WACs and WICS—were fortunate to have Mary Hallaren in the forefront in their formative years. One more example of how World War II, in ways no one could have anticipated, elevated the place of women in American society.

While Mary left the service, Jeanne Holm continued to find her challenges in uniform. She returned from Europe to work in the Pentagon as personnel director for the director of the women in the Air Force. The Air Force allowed her to return to Lewis and Clark College so that she could complete her degree.

Still a major, she then spent four years at NATO headquarters in southern Europe as director of manpower. She loved her work, but in the back of her mind she knew there were limits to how far she could go. There were quantitative and qualitative quotas written into the 1948 legislation accepting women into the military. They could represent no more than 2 percent of the total armed forces, and there was that clause restricting their top rank to colonel.

Holm began to bang up against the ceiling when she finished another Pentagon tour and asked permission to attend the Officers College to study management. “No woman had ever been considered and when I asked the two-star general in charge he said, ‘You have no future in the Air Force. I’m not going to waste a quota on you.’ Well, I thought, that’s it for me.”

Instead, someone higher up in the chain of command had a better idea. Holm was appointed director of the women in the Air Force and immediately set out to make some long overdue changes. She worked to overturn the Air Force policy of automatically discharging women with children, arguing that the Air Force had no right to make a judgment about a woman’s ability to raise her children by pointing out, “We do not meddle in this fashion in the private affairs of male personnel.” She made sure married WAFs (Women in the Air Force) received the same pay and housing allotments as their male counterparts.

“It was 1965,” she says, “and the women’s movement was beginning to hit the fan. What was going on in the country was beginning to be reflected onto the women in the military. Even the smallest gain was an effort; I had two-star generals laugh at me.” For a time Holm was so discouraged that she almost retired, but then she got a new boss, Lieutenant General Robert Dixon, who rescinded the standing discharge orders for Air Force mothers.

Holm went to Vietnam and argued with base commanders to accept women in support roles. “Some of these commanders had such a paternalistic attitude. They kept saying, ‘What if a woman gets hurt?’ But they ran out of nurses, so the first Air Force women to go over were nurses.”

There was a breakthrough for women, however. In 1968 President Johnson signed legislation lifting the restrictions from the 1948 act integrating women into the service. For the first time women were not restricted to a numerical quota, and the lid was off on promotions. “It opened up opportunities to women that had been arbitrarily closed before, but no one took it seriously as a threat to the generals and admirals,” Holm recalled.

Nonetheless, Holm was on a fast track to that most coveted rank, general. By 1971 she was the Air Force’s first female one-star, a brigadier general. Two years later she was director of the Air Force Personnel Council and received her second star: Major General Jeanne Holm. “It meant one of the male one-stars wasn’t going to be promoted. For the most part, I got a lot of letters congratulating me, but there were a few guys who were ruffled.”

She was also developing a new generation of women officers for the Air Force. Wilma Vaught, now a retired brigadier general, remembers, “When I went into the service in 1957 I was told, ‘Don’t try to influence your assignments, just do as you’re told.’ What I didn’t realize was that General Holm was up there looking out for me and for several other women with good records. She made sure we got the assignments and schools that would help us move up. She was always so happy to see women promoted and succeed. She was always on the front lines, making speeches and addressing women’s concerns when other people would not.”

When General Holm retired in 1975 she wasn’t out of uniform long before she was called to duty again. President Ford asked her to come to the White House to work on women’s issues. Her primary assignment was to prepare an initiative instructing the Justice Department to review all federal laws and policies that discriminated against women.

After her White House assignment she became a familiar figure on Capitol Hill as a member of the Defense Advisory Committee on Women in the Services. General Holm was a vigorous advocate of assigning women to combat roles, pointing out that modern wars require brains more than brawn. She posed the questions “To what extent can and should women be involved in defense?” “What are women’s rights and obligations?” “Should they be allowed to fight?”

Holm testified on the issue of sexual harassment in the military. This from a woman who was once asked if her good looks didn’t contribute to her success in the military. She’d responded, “Did you ever see an ugly general?” In her appearance before the House Armed Services Committee in 1992 General Holm opened with a defense of the qualities of the men and women serving side by side in the military. This was after Operation Desert Storm, when so many women served with such distinction in every kind of role, including critical assignments in the combat zones.

She then went directly after those who, in her words, “still haven’t gotten the word or just don’t want to get it.” That included a Navy admiral who’d attended the infamous Navy fliers’ Tailhook convention in Las Vegas, where sexual harassment was a crude corridor sport for many of the men in attendance. She recounted how twenty years earlier women in the service were forced to handle similar situations on their own, knowing that if they reported them, they’d be branded as troublemakers.

Now she said, “To change people’s behavior requires strong, committed leadership at the top, conveying a message to everyone that sexual harassment or other improper conduct will not be tolerated. It requires more than publishing high-sounding phrases such as ‘zero tolerance.’ ” She went on. “It requires setting standards of conduct and enforcing those standards vigorously.”

Mary Hallaren fully supports that judgment. She believes the problem is not with the troops, but with leadership.

General Holm continues to monitor the issues affecting women in the military and to celebrate their achievements. Their role remains a work in progress, but Holm is persuaded that the demands of modern warfare will only enhance the place of women in the service of their country. General Holm finds that possibility as exciting and rewarding now as she did more than a half century ago, when she left her home in Oregon to become a truck driver in private’s stripes.

Mary Hallaren, at the age of ninety-two, still follows the struggles of women in the various military establishments closely. She was pleased when the Supreme Court forced the Virginia Military Institute to accept women. Referring to VMI’s leaders, she said, “They’ll grow up after a while. They’re afraid of the competition. The women will teach them a few things. Give them a little time and there will be no question about that.”

The Little Colonel, ninety-two years old, knows something about what women can do when given the chance. She went into the military to serve her country during a war, and when that fight was finished she began anew, this time serving her country in a new capacity, as the godmother of women in the American military.
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Marion Rivers (extreme left), wartime fashion show


Three Women and How They Served 
MARION RIVERS NITTEL

“A full-blown spirit of patriotism was in every heart.”
CLAUDINE “SCOTTIE” LINGELBACH

“I want to tell my grandchildren I was more than a pinup girl in the Great War.”
ALISON ELY CAMPBELL

“You had to do your part.”

MARION RIVERS’S LIFE was centered on her family, her job, and her small city of Attleboro, Massachusetts, until the war caught up to America. Then the company for which she worked, General Plate Division of Metals and Controls Corporation, was immediately forced to convert from making rolled gold plate for jewelry to producing technical instruments for military purposes.

She remembers the pride of all the employees when the company was awarded a large E for excellence and the Army and Navy organized a ceremony to present a banner to be flown outside the plant. “I can still see that flag,” Marion says, “snapping on the flag-pole whenever I entered and left the building.” She believes it was the last time “in the history of our country when a full-blown spirit of true patriotism was in every heart.”

CLAUDINE “SCOTTIE” SCOTT shared that spirit of patriotism during her freshman year at the University of Kansas in the autumn of 1940. “It was a fun, exciting time,” she says, “but by the following fall, the campus had changed considerably. All of the boys were gone.” Scottie decided to enlist in the Navy’s female auxiliary, the WAVES (Women Accepted for Volunteer Emergency Service), and when the student newspaper, The Daily Kansan, asked why, she recalled a cartoon of two WACs walking down the street, one saying to the other, “I want to tell my grandchildren I was more than a pinup girl in the Great War.”

Scottie wanted to be in on the action as well. As she says, “My generation was highly patriotic. Back when I was in junior high the words ENTER TO LEARN, GO FORTH TO SERVE were carved at the entrance to the school. Those words affected me in many ways. I served.”

She applied for a commission in the WAVES. Not only was she commissioned, she was assigned to the prestigious duty of serving on the staff of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. She was an administrative assistant and a courier, delivering highly classified papers to the White House every day. “I went to a basement room—the War Room—and they’d open the door only six inches to take the report from me. It was a log of the fighting going on all over the world.”

ALISON ELY was doing graduate work in California. She was from a prominent Oregon family, and when Pearl Harbor was attacked her parents wanted her to return to Portland. She had other ideas. She got a job at an Oakland, California, shipyard, saying now, “You had to do your part.”

IN ATTLEBORO, just outside her company’s plant, Marion Rivers came to know the war effort through the troop trains that often stopped on a nearby siding, headed for Camp Myles Standish, a major point of embarkation for Europe.
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Claudine “Scottie” Lingelbach, wartime portrait
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Claudine and Dale Lingelbach, c. 1945
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Scott, Scottie, and Coach Roy Williams—the inscription reads, “Scottie, you’re special and always will be to me”

When the trains stopped, the women in the plant would be summoned to a conference room to assemble baskets of fruit, candy, gum, and cigarettes for the GIs. Marion and the others would first head for the ladies’ room “to remove our silk stockings, which were as scarce as hen’s teeth—shredding those stockings would have been catastrophic.” Bare-legged, they scuttled up the cinders on the steep railroad bed. The GIs, she remembers, cheered as she and the other young women distributed the baskets, laughing and waving at the young men who were headed for the unknown. “Later we’d be back in the office, covered with coal dust,” Marion says, “but we loved it.”

America in the forties was a nation of railroad tracks and trains. Railroad stations in small towns and cities were crowded with men in uniform, their wives and sweethearts giving a last embrace before the trains departed for a distant port and for the war in Europe or the Pacific. Later, those same trains returned with the young men, now greatly changed. They brought home the wounded and they bore the caskets of those who didn’t make it. Marion remembers later in the war, when the trains materialized again in Attleboro, this time headed in the opposite direction. These trains had no troops cheering. The young women didn’t scramble up the steep embankments with baskets of fruit and candy. The shades were drawn on the returning trains. “They didn’t stop,” Marion recalls. “These were the wounded coming home.”

ON THE WEST COAST, Alison Ely was getting an entirely different view of the war. In the shipyard, she was assigned to the administrative offices, but that was boring and tedious. This highly educated daughter of Oregon affluence asked to go to work on the assembly line and stuck with her request even though the executive in charge grumbled, “All she’ll ever do is get married.”

She was assigned to work on the urgent construction of huge oil tankers. Her job was keeping track of the welding process, which meant mastering a complicated set of blueprints and diagrams. Her training was cursory at best. Forced to improvise her under standing, she often took other women workers into the ladies’ room, where they labored together over the schematics until they figured out the intricate requirements.
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Alison Ely Campbell, wartime portrait
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Alison Ely Campbell, July 1998

IN WASHINGTON, Scottie’s interest in the fighting went well beyond the messages she carried from war room to war room. Her boyfriend from the University of Kansas, Dale Lingelbach, was a second lieutenant with the Army’s 9th Infantry in England. She knew he was scheduled to be part of the Normandy invasion.

Because she knew the plans for D-Day, when she was asked if she’d ever like to attend a White House press conference, she chose that day, June 6, 1944. She remembers it was in the Oval Office and President Roosevelt’s little Scottish terrier, Fala, was running free through the small crowd assembled there. She also remembers FDR, then in the last year of his life, “dressed in all white, with white hair and a very ruddy complexion.”

Earlier that day FDR shared with the nation his prayer for the success of D-Day. In a radio broadcast he said, “In this poignant moment I ask you to join with me in prayer; Almighty God: our sons, pride of our nation, this day have set on a mighty endeavor, a struggle to preserve our Republic, our religion, and our civilization, and to set free a suffering humanity. . . . They will need Thy blessings. Their road will be long and hard. For the enemy is strong. He may hurl back our forces. Success may not come with rushing speed, but we shall return again and again; and we know that by Thy grace, and by the righteousness of our cause, our sons will triumph. They will be sore tried, by night and by day, without rest—until the victory is won.”

It was a long and heartfelt prayer and it is difficult in this day of instant communication from the battlefield to appreciate fully the absence of information about just what was happening there on the beaches of Normandy. Perhaps it was just as well, for D-Day was chaos, a bloody hell. The anxieties of those at home were high enough just listening to the somber and candid prayer of the president and the stream of news bulletins on the radio.

My mother remembers going to a hairdresser that morning and finding the young woman distraught, near collapse in tears. Her fiancé, she explained, was a paratrooper and she was sure he was taking part in the invasion. In fact, he was, and he survived. Several weeks later he sent her his parachute and told her to have a wedding dress made from it.

About the same time, Scottie was notified that her boyfriend, Dale, had been seriously wounded by German artillery as his unit pushed across Europe. When he was shipped home, they were married in September 1945, at the Richmond, Virginia, hospital where he spent two years recovering from his wounds. Scottie had loved her wartime assignment -, but she wanted to be married and raise a family.

IN MASSACHUSETTS, Marion Rivers and her friends spent long hours at the factory and then joined the rest of Attleboro in providing a home away from home for the troops from nearby Camp Myles Standish. They invited them to their homes for holidays or a Sunday meal; occasionally there would be an ice skating party on a local pond. “Once a week several buses filled with young women and our ever present chaperones would take us to wonderful dances on the base. Big-name bands on their way overseas to entertain the troops would play,” Marion remembers.

On one occasion a familiar young man insisted on dancing with Marion, all the while saying, “Betcha don’t know who I am.” Of course she did. It was Mickey Rooney.

Other memories linger in a darker corner. Once at a dance the young women were asked how many could type. Marion volunteered. “We were taken to the camp hospital where all the beds and stretchers were filled with the wounded. They were being shipped to hospitals near their homes and we rolled typewriters from bed to bed, taking information off dog tags, talking to the men, placing phone calls for them. I have never forgotten the sight of so many broken bodies. I wondered how many of them had been on those trains going off to war when we ran up the railroad banks with our baskets of fruit and candy. That evening turned into twenty-four hours, and I think I remember every moment.”

ALISON ELY married midway through the war and left the shipyard to follow her husband, John W. Campbell, to training camps before he shipped out for the Pacific. It was the beginning of a life of learning to fend for herself, including getting to the hospital on her own when their baby was due, with no other family around.

WHEN SCOTTIE’S HUSBAND, Dale, was released from the hospital, they moved to Schenectady, New York, where he had a job with General Electric. Before long they decided they wanted to return to the Midwest. They moved to Carthage, Missouri, a small, quiet town, and he went to work for the Smith Brothers company, the famous cough drop concern.

It was a pleasant, prosperous life. They had two children: a girl, Cynthia, and a son, Randy. Dale was promoted to vice president. The future looked bright, but at the age of forty-five, Scottie’s carefully ordered world came apart. Dale contracted melanoma and died. Scottie faced a world not very friendly to single women.

She had difficulty obtaining credit after Dale died simply because she was a widow. Sears gave her a hard time. So did a pharmacy where she tried to open a charge account. She was stunned and angry. She learned not to tell businesses of her marital status. “I pulled myself up by my bootstraps. You can give up or decide to do something with your life. I had a degree in business administration but I knew I would never rise higher than secretary, so I thought, Where can a woman make the most money?”

This was 1968. Job opportunities for women had yet to catch up with the rising tide of feminism. Like many women of her generation, Scottie is strong and self-reliant but a little reluctant to be closely identified with the women’s movement. She speaks for many in her age group when she says, “I’m not a radical person because I believe that has done more to turn people off.” At the same time she’s quick to add, “But I’ve always believed in equal access to jobs.” Still, she was practical enough to realize that her choices were limited to what were considered to be women’s jobs in a community the size of Carthage.

So Scottie went the traditional route and qualified for a teacher’s certificate. Besides, it was where she could bring to life that junior high motto from so long ago, “Enter to learn, go forth to serve.”

She became a civics teacher at a high school in nearby Neosho. She set out to bring to the children of the sixties and seventies the values that marked her generation. Patriotism. Respect for the presidency. Love of country. She felt a special obligation to tell them about World War II, the war of their parents. It was the beginning of the social upheaval of the sixties and seventies, but at Neosho High she could still get the attention of the kids by staging mock political conventions. When she taught a section on the Roaring Twenties she came to class dressed as a flapper. Now, ruefully, she doubts she could have the same success.

It was hard enough, she says, to talk to the young people during Watergate. At first she believed in President Nixon and said so. When she realized he was lying, however, she shared her change of heart with her students. “It was hard, because I was trying to teach respect for the presidency.” As for President Clinton and the Monica Lewinsky scandal, Scottie says, “Watergate was hard enough, but what do you tell the students today?

“I don’t think my teaching would be the same now,” she says. “I learned about patriotism through my school and family and I don’t think you can get those values across in schools now. It’s a little square to say you’re patriotic. I would like to think that if the United States were attacked we’d band together, but I’m not sure.” If there’s a common lament of this generation, that is it: where is the old-fashioned patriotism that got them through so much heartache and sacrifice?

MARION RIVERS, WHO married Karl Nittel after the war, wonders about that when she visits cemeteries to decorate graves on Memorial Day. “They never found my husband’s brother, who was lost at sea. For many years I kept his gold naval wings in my jewelry box. Recently I gave them to his daughter, who was just two months old when he died. She never knew him. The war never ends; there are so many memories.” Marion’s husband keeps his World War II Army uniform hanging neatly in his closet wherever they live, a mute reminder of a time when he answered the call to duty.

Marion and Karl stayed in the Attleboro area, raising a son and a daughter. In 1968 she went back to work and developed a successful career as a writer for a technical company, the first woman in that firm to head a department. Nonetheless, she worries that too many women these days are more interested in work than they are in their family, simply because they want to have more things. As a child of the Depression, Marion doesn’t remember that being a bad time because “all the neighbors got together to help each other. At Christmas they would go into the basements of their homes to make the gifts. No one has time for families anymore.”

Marion’s connection to the war years was brought painfully home when her daughter died of cancer at the age of forty-three. She then knew the full force of losing a child, and she thought of all those parents whose sons didn’t return from the war. She was middle-aged when her daughter died, and it was a difficult flashback to the time that was at once so exciting and so difficult.

ALISON CAMPBELL had a similar midlife challenge. Her husband left her when she was fifty-five. She had not worked since the war. “That experience made me fairly tough. I took unfamiliar steps then, and I could do it again.” She was also reading Betty Friedan’s seminal book on the place of modern women, The Feminine Mystique. It spoke directly to her own conflicted life. Here she was, a highly educated woman, and yet when she had to go back into the workplace she took secretarial classes because she was so stuck in the strictures of her generation.

She got a secretarial job, but she moved up steadily before retiring as a technical writer and editor for IBM. Now she volunteers at a women’s center, where they often refer to her a new generation of women who suddenly find themselves alone. Alison shares her stories of the war years, the husband abroad, the midlife divorce, and the lessons she learned.

AFTER FIVE YEARS as a teacher, Scottie Lingelbach studied for a real estate license and started still another career. “The war made me self-reliant,” she says. “I went to Washington not knowing anyone. My parents helped shape me. My father was very stern. He said, ‘I’ll educate you but then you’re on your own.’ When he gave me money to pay my way to officer’s training, you can bet I had to pay it back.”

Scottie stayed in real estate for eleven years, until the downturn in the eighties, but then she grew restless again and decided it was time to return to her origins. She moved to Lawrence, Kansas, where she had begun her adventurous life as a KU freshman in 1940. When she returned, the world had changed, but Scottie’s values had not.

One of her daughters is divorced, a fact of modern life Scottie still finds unsettling. “Never did I realize it would happen in my family. Divorce was so uncommon.” Not just uncommon, a bit of a scandal for Scottie’s generation. That’s not all that troubles her.

“What concerns me most about the future is the breakdown of the family. We were willing to make sacrifices so that I could stay home with the children. Now couples both work so they can be more affluent. We would rather delay gratification to ensure that our children had a nice home environment.”

ALISON CAMPBELL SHARES similar sentiments. “During the war . . . we learned to deal with deprivations—rationing, being away from our husbands and families. I look at my daughter’s generation and their big influence was television—and that’s created a tremendous demand for material goods. My brother and I used to play and build things but my grandchildren don’t build things, they only buy them!”

And there are other memories of that time when her life took a sharp turn from the conventions of her upbringing. She has an indelible photograph in her mind “of getting to the shipyard at seven A.M., when it was still dark in the west, and the stars would be out and there would be these giant cranes, which looked like dinosaurs against the sky, and sparks flying from the big machines.” It was a daily reminder that her world of Oregon affluence and California graduate school was forever altered.

These days, Scottie keeps busy as a docent at the Spencer Museum on the KU campus and as a student at the Citizen Police Academy three nights a week. She’s also started discussing her experiences as a WAVE with her grandchildren and with students at elementary and middle schools in the Lawrence area—about what America was like during World War II.

And when Scottie comes home at night after a trip to one of those schools, or after a meeting of one of the committees she serves on at KU, or after a round of golf—she now rides nine holes and walks nine—she can, at the age of seventy-five, look back on a life of service and self-reliance, a life of strong values and of an unapologetic love of country.

When she goes into her modest kitchen in Lawrence, Scottie is reminded of that long-ago time when she began her life of service. When she was leaving the WAVES in 1945, the staff at the Joint Chiefs of Staff allowed her to take from the metallic war maps a handful of the tiny magnetic airplanes used to mark battles around the world. Then, they were symbols of terrible battles in distant places, of the powerful struggle to preserve freedom. Now, they keep in place on her refrigerator Scottie’s reminders of what’s coming up next in her long, rich life.

MARGARET RAY RINGENBERG
“My father said, ‘I didn’t get to serve and I don’t have any boys, so I guess you’ll have to do it.’ ”

ALL OF the military and political leaders of World War II were white males, sharing the attendant attitudes characteristic of their gender at the time. A woman’s place was not in the military. A manpower shortage, however, and some clever visionary women forced them to correct their myopia.

A famous woman pilot of the era, Jacqueline Cochran, persuaded the legendary Army Air Corps general Henry “Hap” Arnold that if women were permitted to handle the domestic flying duties, he could send more male pilots into combat overseas. A few women were already working as military ferry pilots, shuttling planes from base to base or from factory to training site. General Arnold decided to expand the operation, so he authorized the formation of the WASPs, the Women’s Air Force Service Pilots.

More than twenty-five thousand women applied, and the requirements were tough: candidates had to have a pilot’s license and a minimum of two hundred hours in the cockpit. They had to pass rigorous physicals and submit to a series of interviews. In the end, only a thousand were assigned to Army Air Force bases around the country. They received their orders through the military chain of command but technically they were civilians, so when the war ended they received no veterans’ benefits, even though thirty-eight of them died in the line of duty.
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Margaret Ray, wartime portrait

Margaret Ray of Hoagland, Indiana, was an original WASP. She was raised on a farm but at the age of seven she had an experience that changed her life. “We were going for a ride south of Fort Wayne when we saw a small plane landing in a field. My dad was the curious type so we approached the pilot—and he offered us a ride. My mother said, ‘No!’ She was sure we were going to die but when we all crawled in, she did too. I remember the instruments on the panel. I was fascinated. I decided I had to fly but I thought I couldn’t be a pilot because I was a girl, so I decided to become a stewardess.”

When she graduated from high school, Maggie, as she was called, had a change of heart about being a stewardess because she didn’t want to go through nurse’s training, which was required for flight attendants. She went back to her original goal: to fly.

In 1940 she started taking lessons at the local airfield and earned her license by the time she was twenty-one, just in time for the Army Air Force to recruit her for the WASPs. “I was flabbergasted,” she remembers. “What an opportunity. My father said, ‘I didn’t get to serve and I don’t have any boys, so I guess you’ll have to do it.’ ”

After six months of rigorous training in a wide variety of military aircraft in Sweetwater, Texas, Maggie was sent to Wilmington, Delaware, the 2nd Ferrying Division, assigned to testing and transporting the planes used to train young men for combat flying.

“I was a copilot on the bigger planes because I was only five foot five and you had to be five six to be a pilot on those. It was very exciting and very demanding. We worked seven days a week, sunup to sundown, but only when the weather was good because some of the planes didn’t have radios yet. We’d fly a plane to Kansas, for example, turn right around and come back for a few hours of sleep before heading out again.”

She piloted the PT-19, a single-engine, open cockpit training plane; the AT-6, an advanced training plane; and the C-45, a small passenger and light cargo plane; she copiloted the B-24 and the four-engine C-54. Many of the planes she flew were new designs, right off the assembly line. At first the male pilots didn’t know what to think about this invasion of their territory.

Somehow word got around that these WASPs were a bunch of rich women who were taking the safer domestic flying jobs, forcing more men into the line of fire overseas. The latter half of the rumor was true, but these were no privileged princesses of the air. They were crack pilots and, at eighteen hundred dollars a year, they were underpaid as well as underappreciated.

Their missions were often dangerous. Some of the WASPs piloted radio-controlled low-target planes. They sat in the cockpit while a mother ship guided the target plane through a series of low-level maneuvers by radio control. If the radio signals failed, they were there to take the controls. Other WASPs towed practice targets for antiaircraft batteries and airborne gunners to shoot at, and more than once a WASP pilot returned to the base with more bullet holes in her plane than in the target.

Maggie had a harrowing experience ferrying a worn-out plane to the boneyard, a remote airfield where aircraft with too many hours on them were parked. She lost an engine and radioed her superiors with the information. She was told to get out, to parachute to safety. Maggie knew getting out of that cockpit was a difficult proposition, and besides she was confident she could nurse the plane down. It was a tense but successful landing. Everyone was full of praise except the commanding officer who had ordered her to jump. He chewed her out for not following his orders.

When a WASP died in the line of duty, there were no military honors, even though they were performing vital and dangerous military assignments. As civilians they did have the option of resigning, but few did. In fact more than nine hundred were still flying when the Army decided in December 1944 that it no longer needed their services. The combat ranks were full and the manufacturing of new military aircraft was dropping off. The WASPs were told to go home.

Maggie couldn’t believe what was happening to her. “Here I was, this farm girl with this new life, and it was so exciting. And now I’m going home knowing all of my girlfriends have married or moved away. During the war I had more in common with the guys than with the girls who were getting their hope chests ready.”

She was determined to keep flying. She decided to get her flight instructor’s rating. “I thought, ‘I have all this military experience. I’ll start teaching.’ Well, I got my instructor’s license, but who wanted to take flying lessons from a girl? No one!” Instead she took a desk job at the local airfield, worked on the sidelines directing and fueling planes, and waited for her chance.
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Margaret Ray and other WASPs
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Margaret Ray

“If a flight instructor didn’t show up I’d give the lesson. Once I got them in my plane I usually kept them. My method was different than the men. In the early days it was a rough business. Men used a lot of swear words and intimidated the students. My idea was to tell you what to do and let you do the best you can. It’s sort of a mother’s instinct.”

It was also very successful. Marvin Berger was also a pilot by the time he signed up with Maggie for instrument training. “She lets you fly the plane,” he says, “and when you think you’re doing pretty well she’ll say simply, ‘What are you doing?’ That’s a wakeup call. She never took the wheel from me but she never let me get in trouble.”

Maggie did have one final World War II experience before going full throttle into her civilian flying and teaching life. She was at her desk job in August 1945 when the local radio station called to say it appeared that Japan was about to surrender. The local newspaper was on strike and people weren’t near their radios during the day, so the enterprising station had an idea: a news drop, so to speak. It hurriedly printed up thousands of leaflets with the news of the impending surrender and hired Margaret to drop them over Fort Wayne. “I got to fly right over Main Street,” she says. “Over the factories. I was flying real low—at only about a hundred feet, almost below the tops of some of the buildings.” It must have been some sight in that small Indiana community. A small plane piloted by a woman at treetop level, papering the town with the news that the war was over.

That memorable flight was just the beginning of another life and another aviation career for Maggie. The following year, even though she hadn’t paid much attention to her hope chest, she was married to a local banker, Morris Ringenberg, a veteran of the combat Army Corps of Engineers in World War II. They settled into a comfortable life in Grabill, a small town in the middle of Amish country just north of Fort Wayne. They raised a daughter and a son. They also had a compact: whenever he wanted to go golfing, she didn’t complain. Whenever she wanted to go flying, he didn’t complain. She also changed from Maggie to Margaret, explaining, “I thought it was more dignified for a banker’s wife”—one of her few concessions to convention.

In the mid-fifties she discovered a new dimension to her flying: the Powder Puff Derby, a cross-country air race for women pilots. For the next twenty years she was a competitor in the Derby, later named the Classic Air Race. She won it in 1988 and finished second six times. That was a warm-up for her big race.

In 1994 Margaret Ringenberg, the former farm girl who fell in love with flying at the age of seven and learned in the WASPs that she could hold her own against the best of the best, decided to compete in a race around the world. Twenty-four days in a small, twin-engine plane, a Cessna 340, more than a hundred hours in the air. She was seventy-two years old at the time, the oldest entrant.

Her daughter, Marsha, had grown up with her mother in the cockpit. “I just accepted it as normal. When I flew with her I read comic books in the back. But later, when people began making a fuss over her, I thought, ‘Maybe this is a big deal.’ ” Then Marsha saw the plane her mother would pilot around the world. “My heart just dropped. I thought, how could she go around the globe in such a tiny plane?”

Margaret remembers the consternation among her family members, including her ten-year-old granddaughter’s getting everyone in her Sunday-school class to pray for her. She wasn’t worried. By then she had more than forty thousand hours in a cockpit. “A lot of sitting” is her understated way of describing that estimable record. The ’round-the-world race went off without a hitch. She didn’t win, but then she wasn’t in it for the trophy. She has a roomful of those already, testimony to her place as one of the most skilled and experienced small-plane pilots in the world today.

When she flies out of the Fort Wayne airport, the flight controllers take an almost reverential tone when speaking with her. “Notice the difference?” she asks. “I think they talk different to a woman pilot.” She’s at the controls of her single-engine Cherokee and we’re going for a short ride over the prosperous Indiana countryside. For my part, I think they use a different tone of voice for her too. I notice they call her “Mrs. Ringenberg.”

In the cockpit, Margaret settles her matronly figure comfortably into the small seat and her eyes run easily over the control panel. This is where she belongs. She crooks one hand behind the yoke, or steering wheel, of the small plane and guides it up to twenty-five hundred feet, then lets me take over for a short lesson in the Margaret Ringenberg school of flying. I try to keep the plane headed in a straight line and at a level altitude as we look down on the large, new homes and golf courses that have replaced the farmland where her father struggled to make a living while working in the nearby GE factory. Her instructions are specific but parenthetical: “Yes, I never thought I’d see so many houses here—you’re drifting left a bit, try to get back to a zero reading; use a light touch. Good. Oh, look, there’s Smith Field, where I soloed more than fifty years ago.” Actually, it was almost sixty years ago, but as she looks down at the small airstrip she says she can almost see herself taking off on that memorable day that changed her life.

Her passion about flying is matched by her generous ways. A Fort Wayne friend remembers how she flew him to the Mayo Clinic in Rochester, Minnesota, several times so he could be treated for cancer. “She was upset that I even tried to pay her,” he says. She’s a family friend of former Vice President Dan Quayle and flew him around Indiana during his first campaign for the Senate.

These days she’s come to appreciate her standing as a role model for young women. She’s especially proud of the women pilots in the military. They’re still trying to work up to full-combat roles, of course, but the women of the WASPs were not even treated as veterans until an act of Congress changed that in 1979. It wasn’t until 1984 that the surviving WASPs were awarded medals signifying their participation in the war effort. Margaret follows the place of women in the military and she’s convinced they could hold their own in the combat flying of high-performance jet fighters.

For her part, Margaret was so hurt by the abrupt way her service ended, as she put it, “I came home and put all of my WASP stuff in the back of the closet.” Then she was asked to represent the WASPs in a Fort Wayne Memorial Day parade. It reawakened the old pride. Now she gives motivational speeches at the Air Force Academy and serves on a scholarship committee for low-income female Academy cadets. It’s a little late, of course, but she says, “Oh, how I would love to be a cadet at the Air Force Academy.”

She also works with Indiana schools on giving youngsters direction in their lives. It’s a stark contrast, the difference between her generation and this one. “A few months ago I went with an eighth-grade class to the airport. I showed them around the hangar and talked about flying. On the way back to the car I thought, ‘Oh, why am I doing this? It takes so much time.’ Then on the car radio I heard the news about that school shooting in Arkansas. I realized if I could just reach one child it’s worth it.” Margaret puts it in perspective. “Everything that happened in my life came from one phone call from the Army. I can’t believe what an opportunity I had as a twenty-one-year-old who loved to fly. I was from the country, but going into the service I found I could keep up with others.”
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Mary Louise Roberts (left) and fellow nurses, Anzio, 1944

MARY LOUISE ROBERTS WILSON

“I don’t much like tents anymore.”

THERE ARE SO MANY impressive numbers connected to World War II that it’s difficult for one or two to catch your eye. Here are a few that caught me by surprise: more than sixty thousand women served in the Army Nurse Corps. Sixteen died as a result of enemy action. Sixty-seven nurses were taken prisoner of war. More than sixteen hundred were decorated for bravery under fire or for meritorious service.

One of them was Mary Louise Roberts, who was a long way from her Mississippi childhood the day German shells started ripping through the operating tent on the Anzio beachhead in Italy where she was working to save young American lives. But then her life never had been easy.

Mary Louise had just graduated from high school in 1930 when her father died, leaving behind Mary Louise, her five younger siblings, and their thirty-four-year-old mother. The Depression was setting in and the Roberts family had no money, so the family moved from Texas back to Mississippi to be near their grandparents. Mary Louise, a precocious child, graduated from high school early and went to work in a laundry. When the owners discovered she was just sixteen, however, they let her go. The family couldn’t lose the income, so her mother took the job and Mary Louise stayed at home to care for her brothers and sisters.

Two years later, Mary Louise entered the nurse’s training program at Hillman Hospital in Birmingham, Alabama. “I really wanted to do something to help my family,” she says. “I didn’t have any aspirations to be a nurse—I just needed to make a living for my family.” She was just eighteen.

After graduating, Mary Louise worked at several hospitals in the South before landing a job at Dallas’s big Methodist Hospital. After a year she was promoted to operating room supervisor. It was 1941. By then one of her brothers was in the military and two of her siblings had died from childhood diseases. She invited her remaining family—her mother, a brother, and a sister—to live with her in a one-bedroom apartment in Dallas. Mary Louise supported them all on her eighty-five-dollar-a-month salary. That’s twenty-one dollars a week for four people.

Mary Louise admits it wasn’t easy, but she credits her mother’s frugality and the family’s willingess to share for their survival. In those difficult times that was the code of survival for an untold number of other families across America. Everyone in the family tried to earn something and they all shared it, however little it might have been.

When the United States entered the war, there was an obvious and urgent need for people who could treat the wounded and comfort the afflicted. Mary Louise Roberts volunteered. “I guess it was a matter of wanting to do my part,” she says. “I thought it was my patriotic duty to do it. I know it sounds corny because there’s not much of that feeling anymore.”

Because of her age—she was almost thirty when she enlisted—and her experience, Mary Louise was made the operating room supervisor with the Army’s 56th Evacuation Unit. She trained in Louisiana and Texas for surgery under wholly new conditions—in the field and in combat. By Easter Sunday, 1943, she was ashore at Casablanca and assigned to follow the 36th, 88th, and 91st infantry divisions of the Fifth Army.

The women of the Army Nurse Corps wore helmets, fatigues, and boots. They lived in tents, used latrines, and had to guard their privacy constantly. They were often targets for air raids, and yet they were almost always thought of as girls out of place.

One of them, June Wandrey, wrote lively, newsy letters home regularly and later had them published under the title Bedpan Commando, the derisive nickname a male soldier had shouted at her. In it she describes several occasions when drunken soldiers invaded the nurses’ private space. On one occasion, near the front lines, a German soldier wandered into their latrine. He was gone by the time they summoned help.
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Three Army Nurse Corps officers presented with Silver Star decorations for heroism (left to right): Mary L. Roberts, Elaine A. Roe, Rita Virginia Rourke
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Surgery at Nocelleto: Mary Roberts, second from left

Fighting in North Africa was intense but it was only an overture for what lay ahead: Anzio, the beginning of the mainland invasion of Europe from the south. Mary Louise Roberts and her medical unit landed five days after the invasion. It was still a combat hot zone. She remembers, “At one point our commanding officer got the nurses together and asked whether we wanted to be evacuated. It was pretty bad, but we decided if the infantry was going to stay, we were going to stay.” She also remembers a male officer who was eager to get the hell off the Anzio beachhead. “But he said there was no way he was going to leave until at least one nurse agreed to go—so he stayed, too.”

It was a brave decision. The war was all around them and the workload was draining. “We got patients straight from the battlefield,” she remembers. The men were terribly wounded, bloody, and dirty. “In the course of the day we had twelve-hour shifts and eight operating tables, with teams assigned to each table. We had all kinds of injuries, from neurosurgery on down. But there were times when I thought, ‘How long can this go on?’ ”

In one of her letters home, June Wandrey, the proud bedpan commando, wrote from “Somewhere in Italy. . . . I am too busy and too tired to write but we must keep in contact; it’s all that keeps me sane. We’re working twelve to fifteen hours a day now, never sitting down except to eat.” Then she describes her ward, filled with
such young soldiers . . . nineteen years old. . . . They’re so patient and they never complain. I won’t be able to write . . . often and here are the reasons why:

She ended another letter home, after describing a long, terrifying night trying to hook up with her hospital unit on the front lines of the march to Rome, by saying, “This field-nurse business is not for the faint of heart.”

There was another role for the women of the Nurse Corps. They were surrogate mothers. Wandrey writes of working in a shock ward in Sicily and seeing an eighteen-year-old who was just brought in from the ambulance. “I went to him immediately,” she said. “He looked up at me trustingly, sighed, and asked, ‘How am I doing, nurse?’ I was standing at the head of his litter. I put my hands around his face, kissed his forehead, and said, ‘You’re doing just fine, soldier.’ He smiled sweetly and said, ‘I was just checking up.’ Then he died.

“Many of us shed tears in private,” she continued. “Otherwise we try to be cheerful and reassuring.” She said she saw doctors working for hours only to have their young patients die on the table. “Some doctors,” she said, “even collapsed across the patient, broke down, and cried.”

The nurses were not immune to death, of course. All of the nurses were traumatized by the death of one of their own, Ellen Ainsworth, killed by a German artillery shell—one of six nurses to die at Anzio. Mary Louise said they were all tempted to begin to think, “ ‘It could be me,’ but then in the heat of battle you don’t really have time to mull things over.” On February 10, 1944, the heat of battle was very hot.

As Mary Louise Roberts supervised several operations under way, German shrapnel started ripping through their surgical tent. She says, “We had patients on the table and we wanted to at least get them off. I said something like, ‘Maybe we can keep going before this gets to be too bad.’ It went on for thirty minutes or so. We just kept on working.” Her superiors were so impressed with her coolness and inspirational personal conduct they recommended her for the coveted Silver Star.

Mary Louise and two other nurses were awarded the medal, but because she had senior rank she went forward first and thus became the first woman to win the Silver Star. It was, she says, not an auspicious occasion. “We went to the ceremony in our operating clothes. It took twenty minutes. It was a quickie because we were needed back at work. Certainly I am proud of it, but others deserve credit, too. Everybody in our group deserved the medal.” That’s another common reaction from the World War II generation. Those who won medals often say, “I didn’t win the medal. I just accepted it for all who deserved it.”

Later, Mary Louise would also say of that particularly harrowing day, in her understated fashion, “I don’t much like tents anymore.”

Her unit advanced north through Italy, following the Fifth Army, setting up operating facilities, repairing the wounded, or when they were severely wounded, patching them up enough so they could be transported to more sophisticated medical facilities. Mary Louise remembers the day the good news came. She was in Bologna, Italy. “We had just set up and we were treating patients when we got word the war in Europe was over. Oh, Lord, everyone was so excited. I thought I’d be glad to get home and get a bath, a long, uninterrupted bath.”

Her sense of duty had kept her overseas for twenty-nine months, and she says during that time her unit treated 77,025 patients. Mary Louise isn’t the first or last veteran of those days to say, “I wouldn’t trade it for a million dollars but I wouldn’t give you two cents for another day of it. I learned an awful lot about people and how they react under pressure. The war gave me an appreciation for life.”

She returned to Dallas in October 1945, and by January the following year she was back at the familiar post as operating room supervisor, this time at the Veterans Administration hospital. She went back to school at the University of Texas medical school and got a degree in nursing service administration. The VA wanted to promote her to a chief nurse’s position but she wasn’t interested. She wanted to stay in the operating room.

In 1961, at the age of forty-six, she married another veteran, Willie Ray Wilson, a pilot with the 9th Artillery Corps during World War II, assigned to ferrying high-ranking officers from headquarters to the battlefield and back. Wilson, a computer programmer after the war, had three children from an earlier marriage.

Mary Louise Roberts Wilson, who got into nursing to send money to her family, came to love the profession for the opportunity it provided to care for others, but she retained the lessons of those difficult early years. She stayed with the VA because the chances of promotion were excellent and it had a substantial pension program. She also joined the Army Reserves and served as chief nurse for the 94th General Hospital unit, retiring as a lieutenant colonel.

She keeps her Silver Star in the bottom of a cedar chest, rarely bothering to take it out. Since her husband died in 1993 she’s tried to keep busy with Bible studies, church, reading programs for children of Spanish-speaking families, and an art-appreciation course at a local junior college. Mary Louise, who had to be so tough so many times in her long life, now admits that in her eighties, with her husband gone, her nights can be “awfully lonely.”

She remains a taciturn woman, tempered by her difficult childhood and the ordeal of combat nursing duty. She doesn’t volunteer much when asked to reflect on her life and all that she’s seen and done. She simply says, “In some ways I feel I accomplished a great deal. In other ways I feel I’ve done nothing. I really don’t have anything to show for it. I am just an ordinary person.”

An ordinary person who as a teenager supported her family, became a highly skilled nurse, won the Silver Star, and lived an exemplary life. In her modesty she typifies so many women of her generation.

SHAME
The World War II years will forever be testimony to America’s collective and individual resistance to tyranny, its awesome and ingenious industrial machinery, and what may be its greatest strength, the common values of its richly varied population when faced with a common threat. Any celebration of America’s strengths and qualities during those years of courage and sacrifice, however, will be tempered by the stains of racism that were pervasive in practice and in policy. As it was an era of great glory for America and its people, it was also, indisputably, a time of shame.

One does not cancel out the other, but any accounting of the war years is incomplete without the stories of those who were serving their country while fighting to protect their individual rights and dignity. What they experienced would be shocking enough if the acts of prejudice had been simply the work of a few misguided bigots, but the most shameful acts of discrimination and oppression were officially sanctioned by the highest officials in the land.

Black Americans were called Negroes or Colored in polite company and official documents, but the hateful epithet nigger was a common expression, even when referring to black Americans in uniform. They had few champions of racial equality outside their own ranks. Eleanor Roosevelt spoke up for them, but her husband, the president, the great champion of the common man, was mostly quiet on the subject.

Japanese Americans were subjected to even greater discrimination during the war. Their fundamental rights were swept aside in a campaign organized by some of the most distinguished figures in public life. The relocation of Japanese American citizens from their homes and businesses on the West Coast was upheld by the U.S. Supreme Court in the name of military security. In a contemporary review of that decision, the current chief justice, William Rehnquist, concludes that civil liberties are not expected to have the same standing in wartime as they do in peacetime, but he does believe the courts in the future will review more carefully the government’s arguments for curtailing fundamental rights.

Past practices and court decisions aside, the most compelling arguments against the wartime racism and official acts canceling civil liberties can be found in the lives and attitudes of the people who were the victims of those shameful episodes.


MARTHA SETTLE PUTNEY
“I knew when World War II approached it would be a terrible thing, but afterward I was so grateful. . . . It provided opportunity.”

THE FACES OF AMERICAN WOMEN in the thirties ranged from the classic Yankee beauty of Katharine Hepburn, the strong-willed movie star, to the haunting, defeated expressions of the migrant worker mother in Dorothea Lange’s photographs documenting the terrible toll of the Great Depression. There are, however, very few black women in our album of memories. Lena Horne, yes, but her beauty and talent were so blinding she seemed to occupy a universe of her own.

Imagine, then, the world of Martha Settle Putney, now a retired history professor after a distinguished teaching career at Bowie State and Howard universities, the latter her alma mater. In the thirties, Martha was one of eight children of Oliver and Ida Settle; she was an ambitious young black woman in Norristown, Pennsylvania, an industrial town where most black women could find work only as domestics. That was not for her, but how to find a way out?

Her county was a Republican stronghold even during the height of FDR’s popularity, so when she heard a Republican candidate for Congress speak, she offered to help him get out the vote of the black community. She kept her word, but she didn’t tell her political patrons she wasn’t voting Republican. She was for President Roosevelt and for Martha Settle. Nonetheless, when the Republican congressman got to Washington, he agreed to help her get an academic scholarship to Howard University.
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Martha Settle in WAC uniform

Martha earned a master’s degree in history and applied for a teaching job in Washington, D.C. She says political cronyism dominated the school system, however, so she went to work as a statistical clerk for the War Manpower Commission, where she quickly encountered the institutional racism endemic to the nation’s capital in those days. So, in frustration, she resigned and volunteered for the newly formed Women’s Auxiliary Corps—the WACs, women in the Army.

It was not an idle choice. As a student of history, Martha understood that the war “was the turning point of the century. When it was over the world would change. And I wanted to profit from it.” She also wanted to be an officer and told the WAC official she would accept nothing less than a commission. It was an elite group: the Army had agreed to recruit blacks, but no more than their representation in the population. In other words, a quota. Forty black women were selected after they had been personally approved by Mary McLeod Bethune, the founding president of Bethune-Cookman College and the formidable president of the National Council of Negro Women.

Bethune was a friend of Eleanor Roosevelt and she saw the WACs as a great opportunity for young black women. Through the war she closely monitored what she called “my WACs,” especially when it came to racial slights and worse.

Martha Settle was exactly the kind of young black woman Bethune had in mind, and after a six-week training course she was shipped off to Des Moines with her new lieutenant’s bars.

She helped train women recruits, but her duties were confined to teaching calisthenics and drills, the kinds of assignments reserved for blacks. There were other forms of discrimination, some shocking even during that time of racial apartheid in America.

Martha remembers to this day the anger she felt when a group of German officers, who were POWs at a garrison in the Des Moines area, were invited into the Fort Des Moines officers’ club while the black officers were barred. She also remembers there was nothing she could do about it.

Black musicians were routinely banned from the base band, so they formed their own—maybe the first all-black, all-female military band in the world. Martha recalls that Army officials in Washington sent word to Des Moines: “We don’t need two base bands. Get rid of the black band.” Martha, who normally kept her objections in race matters to herself, raised the band issue with her superior officer, although she acknowledges now that she did it in a low-key way since it might have jeopardized her chances for promotion. Others got involved as well, including the musicians’ guilds, and eventually word reached the White House and Eleanor Roosevelt. Not long after, the black band was back in business.

Martha does believe she was personally responsible for the integration of the base swimming pool. Black WACs were to swim on Fridays only but Martha says, “After every Friday they would clean the pool! It didn’t make me angry because I expected it.” All of the units at the base were segregated by color except one. It was made up of recruits who were struggling with basic training and it contained a half dozen black women. Since the swimming schedule was organized by unit, Martha saw her chance. She took the black recruits aside and said, “Swim with your unit.” After that, she says, “The pool rules became more relaxed and people more or less swam when they wanted to. I don’t know if that would have happened at the men’s camp. I think the women had a little more fellowship.”

That was never more clear to Martha than when she applied for additional specialized training. She wanted to avoid the plight of most blacks, being sent to the “unassigned pool,” which generally meant menial tasks. So she asked for and received permission to go to the Army’s adjutant general school to train as an executive officer or administrative commander.

En route to her new assignment in Texas, it was clear that other passengers on the train didn’t want to share their car with a black woman, but Dr. Putney remembers how her fellow officers, all white, rallied to her side, making sure they sat in the same car with her all the way to Houston. Later, as she was returning from Texas to the Midwest, there was a much uglier incident.

The train conductor refused to accept her Pullman car tickets and directed her to a freight car at the rear of the train. She protested but then started for the rear before deciding, “No, I won’t do this.” She stood between two cars, refusing to move. The conductor, quite angry now, called the Military Police. Dr. Putney chuckles now when she remembers that when the two MPs arrived, they saw her lieutenant’s rank and saluted her as the conductor watched, astonished. She was courteously escorted back to the base, where other officers hurriedly arranged for her to make the trip to Chicago and her new assignment in a military plane. She was heading for what she called “choice assignment,” the Women’s Army Corps Hospital in Chicago. Before she could begin work, however, she had to endure yet another uncomfortable round of discrimination.


[image: image]

Martha Settle Putney

Her all-black unit of medical technicians was to be housed near Gardner General Hospital, not too far from Chicago’s tony Lake Shore Drive. The Army had built a barracks for the WACs, but several local residents protested. They wrote city officials, demanding that black WACs be moved to another neighorhood. Local civil rights organizations heard about the protests and sent word to the War Department in Washington not to buckle. Dr. Putney remembers it took the War Department a while to do the right thing, and when it did, it said, in effect, “We’ll send you to that neighborhood, but if anything happens, we’ll move you out of there.”

Lieutenant Settle spent the rest of the war supervising medical technicians at the hospital with no difficulties. It was an assignment that she remembers with pride to this day.

After the war Martha returned to her old assignment as a statistical clerk with the Manpower Commission, work that is now a part of the Labor Department. She met her husband, Bill Putney, in Washington and they were married in 1947. They had one child, Bill Jr., now a product engineer with Ford in Detroit. Her husband died in 1965.

By then Martha’s ambitious intellect had kicked in again, this time prompting her to take advantage of the GI Bill and enroll in a doctoral program in history at the University of Pennsylvania. She earned her PhD in European history and was hired by Bowie State College, a mostly black institution in Maryland.

She stayed for sixteen years and then went on the faculty at Howard for another nine years. Martha attributes her success in life to the opportunities she would not have had without the war. “I knew when World War II approached it would be a terrible thing, but afterward I was so grateful. . . . It provided opportunity. The army has a way of teaching personnel, and it sticks. At Bowie they had a book on teachers the students passed around. Under my name it said, ‘Don’t take her unless you want to study.’ ”

Dr. Clifford Muse, Jr., now a professor at Howard, did his graduate work under Dr. Putney, an experience he remembers well. “She worked me to death. I really learned from her. She tried to prepare you for discrimination in the sense you had to be very good to be accepted.” In fact, that was how Dr. Putney had always dealt with discrimination, and she was determined to pass along to all of her students the lessons of her own life.

William Missouri, another former student, recalled, “I was in Dr. Putney’s African American history class and, let me tell you, it was tough.” Missouri, now a circuit judge in Maryland, dreaded the days he arrived in class unprepared. “She would bring you up short in front of the class. She wouldn’t chastise you, but she’d say, ‘How can you be an African American and not want to learn African American history?’

“She’d say, ‘Work hard. If you fail, don’t look around for others to blame. Look in the mirror. You have to accept responsibility for your own life.’ ” When Dr. Putney did discuss her military experience it was always in that context: she felt she had to do extra well because she was so conscious that she was representing other black women with her success. In her conversations with Dr. Muse, Judge Missouri, and her other students, she used her life during World War II as a teaching tool for them.

Since retiring from Howard, Dr. Putney has been volunteering at the Smithsonian and working on her histories of the role of blacks in the armed forces. She’s already written When the Nation Was in Need: Blacks in the Women’s Army Corps During World War II. She’s also been working on a history of blacks in combat from the Revolutionary War through Operation Desert Storm.

For all of the changes she’s witnessed, for all of the successes she’s enjoyed personally, Dr. Putney is saddened by the recent turn against affirmative action in California and other states. She knows what can happen when government programs provide opportunity. “We still have honor in America within a basic core of people. . . . But you can’t make all people [share that sense of] honor unless you respect them. If you push them around they’re not going to respond.”

She’s persuaded she was accepted for graduate work at the University of Pennsylvania because of her whole life, including the military, and not just because of how well she performed on tests. Dr. Putney is convinced more emphasis must be placed on essays and backgrounds rather than SAT scores for college admission or the situation will not change much.

Dr. Putney and her husband were in Washington the day Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., made his “I Have a Dream” speech. “I really thought it was going to be a new day after that. There has been a lot of progress but I have been disappointed. People need to be accepted on their merits and their character. Not everyone gets the same opportunity.”

Martha Settle, a working-class black female from a tough town in Pennsylvania, didn’t have affirmative action when she was coming of age. She had a national crisis in which the need for the bright and able was so great she could take advantage of opportunities that would not have been available otherwise. Racism was still the order of the day, but it gave way just enough for Dr. Martha Settle Putney to remind everyone that the premise was false and the consequences were unworthy.

JOHNNIE HOLMES
“It is my country right or wrong. . . . None of us can ever contribute enough.”

JOHNNIE HOLMES was born in Ohio in 1921, but his family moved to the Chicago area after a few years because there was, well, opportunity: an aunt was involved in the Al Capone bootlegging empire and Johnnie’s father could get a job as a driver and deliveryman.

They settled in the suburbs, in Evanston, home of Northwestern University, and life was good. His father had steady work and Johnnie, one of the few black students in Evanston High School, has no memory of any racial discrimination.

At an early age he became enthralled with the military way of life. For a time he even considered joining the French Foreign Legion. So by the time the United States was attacked at Pearl Harbor it had a ready volunteer in Johnnie Holmes, even though the U.S. military was hardly friendly territory for black Americans.

It’s not that black Americans were not represented numerically. There were 1.2 million in uniform during the war, almost 10 percent of America’s black population at the time. Most were confined to the service areas of the military, however. They were ship’s stewards or worked in the quartermaster corps or served as drivers for transportation outfits. Ten percent saw combat. Those who did had distinguished records, but the myths remained. The military establishment was reluctant to acknowledge that black Americans were fully capable of taking their place in the front ranks.
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Johnnie Holmes, wartime portrait

Holmes was blissfully unaware of what awaited him. As he put it, “I went into the Army to become a man. I told my momma, ‘I’m not going to let it break me. I’m going to let it make me.’ ”

He began his military career at Fort Custer in Michigan but it wasn’t until he shipped out to Fort Knox, Kentucky, that he encountered real, bitter racial hatred and segregation for the first time. All of the noncommissioned officers were white southerners, as Holmes remembers it, and they made the trials of basic training all the more difficult for the all-black outfits. Among other indignities, Holmes is persuaded that Fort Knox dentists experimented on the black soldiers. He remembers being strapped in a dentist chair and getting his teeth drilled with no novocaine.

At the end of basic, Holmes was sent on to Camp Claiborne, Louisiana, to begin his training as a tanker. By now Holmes and the other black soldiers had weekend passes, but even though they wore the uniform of the United States Army and even though they were prepared to give their lives in defense of their country and for the cause of freedom and against the fascist juggernaut rolling across Europe, the racial wounds deepened. Whenever they accidentally strayed into all-white neighborhoods they were met with anger and derision: “Hey, boy, what you doin’ here? Git outta here, nigger.”

When a black soldier friend of Holmes’s was found dead on railroad tracks near an all-white neighborhood in Alexandria, the other black soldiers were not fooled by the official story that he’d gotten drunk, stumbled onto the tracks, and been run over by a train. They were sure he’d been beaten to death, and they were furious. They were by now combat-trained and they were prepared to go to war against Alexandria. They rounded up their tanks, machine guns, and grenades, but Colonel Steele, their commanding officer, reasoned with them and they backed off.

It wasn’t long, however, before there was another racial flare-up, this one at the PX. A black soldier was cheated at the cash register by a white clerk. When the soldier protested, racial slurs started flying, and again the Louisiana base was at a racial flashpoint. Holmes recalls with pride that not long after that the PX staff was integrated.

If anything, life as a black soldier became even more intolerable when Johnnie Holmes and his units transferred to Fort Hood, Texas, to begin the final phase of their preparation as an armored unit. Fort Hood was also home to a stockade full of German prisoners of war. It is one of the little-remembered curiosities of World War II that German and Italian prisoners were often shipped to remote places in the American West to await the end of the war, with more comforts than they would have had at home.

Johnnie Holmes remembers, however, just as Martha Putney remembers. He remembers the German POWs were allowed to go to the PX when Holmes and his friends could not. He remembers white officers saying, “If you boys don’t behave we’ll have those Germans guard you.” What he remembers most of all was an incident involving his platoon lieutenant, a recent graduate of UCLA, where he had starred in three sports. His name was Jackie Robinson.

One weekend Holmes, Robinson, and some of their friends went to Temple, Texas, on a weekend pass. They weren’t in town long before Holmes felt a piercing pain in his chest. He didn’t know it at the time but it was pleurisy, an inflammation of the thorax membranes that can be debilitating. He could barely walk.

Lieutenant Robinson helped his young soldier onto a bus headed back to the base, stretching him across the front row of bus seats. The white driver would have none of it, telling Robinson to get Holmes to the back of the bus and get there himself. As Holmes remembers it, Robinson said no, he would not move Holmes to the back of the bus and he sure wasn’t going there himself. Holmes recalls that they were arrested by MPs back at the base. I was unable to find references to this in biographies of Jackie Robinson, but given the time and place, it may have been too common to warrant attention.

In many other accounts of his life, another Robinson bus incident involved a light-skinned black woman who was the wife of a fellow officer. When Robinson was told by the bus driver to stop talking to her and move back, Robinson refused and was court-martialed. He was subsequently found not guilty and left the service not long after, suffering from bone chips in his ankle from his college playing days.

Holmes and his fellow black tankers shipped out for Europe as the 761st Tank Battalion. They were quickly in the thick of battle in the final drive across Europe toward the heart of Germany. They were in combat for 183 straight days, including the worst of the Battle of the Bulge, the ferocious fight through the winter of 1944–45 in the forests of Belgium. They were praised by General Patton and the other commanders of the infantry units they were supporting, but they could not fully escape the racial insults, not even there. Holmes remembers coming back from battles, their tanks battered and bloodied by the loss of their comrades, and hearing white soldiers tell Belgian villagers, “Those niggers ain’t up there. They’re just bringing the tanks up for the white boys to use.”
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Johnnie Holmes
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Johnnie Holmes, with 761st Tank Battalion

In fact, Holmes and the others in the 761st were face-to-face with death every day. One of Holmes’s chilling memories is running through the woods, on attack, when he spotted a German sniper. He opened fire, killing the sniper immediately, realizing that if he had not seen him, just by chance, Holmes would have been shot in the back as he ran past.

There was a widespread belief that the black soldiers weren’t up to the job. Dale Wilson, a retired Army major and now a military historian, said, “The African American was fighting a war on two fronts. He was fighting racism at home—Jim Crow, segregation—and he was fighting for the opportunity to fight. . . . Here’s a guy who has to beg to get into combat.”

General George S. Patton became a hero to the black tankers when he appeared before the 761st. Holmes thought he was “the most dashing thing you ever saw—standing on a half-track with those two pearl-handled pistols.” Patton said something to the effect of “You guys are a credit to your race. You’re here because I asked for the best. Now go out there and kick some Kraut ass.” Yet there’s also evidence that Patton had his private doubts about the ability of blacks to perform as well as whites in the military.

The record of the 761st, however, was exemplary. Those black soldiers earned 8 Silver Stars, 62 Bronze Stars, and 296 Purple Hearts, according to Trezzvant W. Anderson’s book Come Out Fighting: The Epic Tale of the 761st Tank Battalion, 1942–1945. The historian Dale Wilson has no doubt about the effectiveness of the 761st. “This unit saw action with eight divisions, so it was making a significant contribution during the war. It performed in an outstanding manner. I think there are clear-cut cases where guys should have been recognized, if not with an award he didn’t receive, then with a higher award than what was given.”

Doubts about the fighting ability of the black soldiers were not confined to the American side. Holmes remembers vividly a conversation with a German prisoner of war, a Nazi major who had been born in Chicago before returning to the fatherland. The major, stunned when he saw Holmes, a black man in uniform, said, “What are you doing here? This is a white man’s war.”

Holmes and his buddies thought otherwise. They thought it was America’s war. One of the veterans of the 761st said more than fifty years later, “When you get over there and the nation’s in trouble you ain’t got no black and white. You only got America.” A simple and profound declaration from a man who, before he went into combat, trained at bases in American communities where the water fountains and toilets said WHITES ONLY.

Holmes’s daughter, Anita Berlanga, a Chicago businesswoman, has a different set of sensibilities about discrimination, and she still finds it hard to believe what her father went through. What saddens her most is that racism probably kept him from pursuing a legal career or a career as an artist after the war. As she says, “I learned from my father . . . how ridiculously hypocritical this country is. They took good, honest men and treated them poorly before and after the war.”

They haven’t talked about it much but Berlanga says, “I don’t know what my father’s real expectations were but there was this sense of bafflement: ‘Why couldn’t I have done that?’ The war gave him a sense, for the first time, of what he could do. He was given a job to do and he did it extraordinarily well. Then to come back and find out that didn’t count—that was disappointing, but he kept going. He believed in the essential goodness of man, so coming home to racism was disheartening to him.”

In the rage of combat Holmes often made a deal with God: Get me out of this and I will be a better, decent person. God didn’t have to worry about Johnnie Holmes, but he might have spent a little more time with some of the people who were back in Chicago, far from the front lines. One of them was working at the Foot Brothers factory when Holmes went looking for work, now a twenty-five-year-old battle-scarred veteran, down to ninety-eight pounds as a result of lingering problems from injuries suffered when he was hit by shrapnel from land mines. It was Johnnie Holmes’s first stop after getting out of uniform. As soon as he entered the office, he remembers vividly to this day, the woman in charge of hiring looked up and said, “What are you doing here? We don’t hire niggers. Get outta here.”

Welcome home, Sergeant Holmes.

Shortly after that, however, he heard about a company that maybe had openings for machinists. He went early the next morning and was startled to find a black personnel director at Doehler Jarvis Corporation. Holmes had never seen a black man in a white-collar job. The personnel director said he didn’t have anything at the moment but that Holmes should leave an application and he’d get a call if a job opened up. Johnnie didn’t leave it to chance. He showed up early again the next morning and again the morning after that, politely refusing to accept the personnel man’s assurance that he would call when a job developed. When it was clear Holmes would do this until he got a job, the personnel man looked at Holmes, sighed, and said, “Okay, report here Monday morning.”

Holmes worked as a machinist until the factory closed in 1951. Then he went to work for the city of Chicago in a variety of jobs until his retirement in 1985. It was a good life, he says; he was treated well on the job.

Johnnie Holmes and his fellow black veterans, however, were still living a lot of their days as second-class citizens. Holmes married a white woman during his days at Doehler Jarvis and they stayed married for thirty-eight years, until she died in 1985. It was not always easy, being a racially mixed couple in Chicago. Johnnie can remember many occasions when he sent his wife, Louise, into a restaurant to bring the food out to the car rather than risk the wrath of some bigot who wouldn’t approve of their loving but black and white relationship.

For all of his combative ways, Johnnie decided he wouldn’t personally bow to the inherent frustration of discrimination. As he puts it today, “If I let all of the negatives intervene, I would have never achieved anything. I kept focused on what I wanted to do, which was to make money, provide for my family.”

Holmes, however, did support the civil rights movement through his church and he recalls with pride meeting Dr. Martin Luther King and joining him in his Chicago marches.

He also set out to advance his station in life his own way, as a real estate investor. His speciality was low-income rental apartments in buildings in black neighborhoods. At one time he owned as many as three buildings divided up into rental units. It was as a landlord and as a black man who had overcome so much on his own that he came to hate the welfare system that grew so fast in the fifties, sixties, and seventies. “It just killed ambition,” according to Holmes. “I had all of these tenants who in their late twenties had never worked a day in their life. They just waited around for that government check. No incentive.”

Holmes speaks of the welfare system in the same tone of voice that he uses to describe his son’s cocaine problems. Disdain. He’s plainly disgusted that his son, who makes good wages working in the oil drilling business in Louisiana, gave in to drugs, leaving behind a child in Chicago. Holmes wants nothing to do with his son; he’s no longer welcome in his home. What Holmes went through during the war and after strengthened his already tenacious character and he sees no need to compromise his standards for anyone, even family members.

Although Johnnie Holmes’s unit, the 761st Tank Battalion, was not involved in the liberation of the notorious concentration camps at Buchenwald and Dachau, according to its own official records it was in the area. There’s been some confusion about that over the years and it lingers to this day. The 761st did participate in freeing the fifteen thousand Jews from a branch of Mauthausen, another concentration camp in Austria.

So the 761st soldiers did have firsthand knowledge of the depravity of the Third Reich’s racial attitudes. As indefensible as America’s attitude was toward blacks, Germany’s ultimate solution took racial hatred to its darkest levels. Who better to put all that in perspective than Johnnie Holmes? So he’s always willing, when asked by Jewish organizations or schools, to speak about the horrors he saw in World War II.

In his seventies, however, he may be mellowing some. He’s much more inclined to help out at his church or take his Lincoln Town Car on long driving trips than to sit around and remember the bad old days or speak of the two-front battle he was forced to fight, Germans in front of him, racial bigots at his back.

Now he can say with pride and confidence, “I am proud of the way I live my life. I was a good soldier. I served my country. It is my country, right or wrong. I’m still waiting to find out what God really wants me to do. None of us can ever contribute enough.”

LUIS ARMIJO
“I live a good life. Not with riches or money. I love to teach. I love to help people.”

IN 1939, NEW YORK was the site of the World’s Fair, a glittering exposition in Queens, a half hour from midtown Manhattan, near where La Guardia Airport and Shea Stadium are now located. The theme was the future, and it was a dazzling exhibition of the fantastic possibilities about to be realized—including television, mass airline travel, and superhighways—spread out over 1,216 acres along a backwater of the East River. The industrial giants of the age, General Motors, Westinghouse, and General Electric, constructed elaborate exhibitions to demonstrate the possibilities of travel, electrical power, and communication. In his evocative book 1939: The Lost World of the Fair, David Gelernter makes the persuasive argument that the fair was a metaphor for a nation infused with the idea of a future full of grand possibilities. He wrote in his epilogue, “The future was a tangible, tasteable, nearly corporeal presence in your life.” For many Americans, precisely. Much of the country was living more in the past than in the future, however.

As a child in the forties I recall visiting farm families still living with kerosene lamps and outhouses. In our tiny home on the Army base the only heat came from a coal-burning stove in the front room. Many years later we went back to the now abandoned base with our children and my parents. My father found the foundation of our home and walked it off with our youngest daughter, Sarah. She was astonished to learn that her New York bedroom was larger than the small house that was home to five of us by war’s end. And, as my mother reminds me, we were living better than many families still struggling to escape the deprivations of the Great Depression and dealing with the acute housing shortage brought on by the war.
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Luis Armijo, wartime portrait

In 1940 only about 54 percent of the homes in America had complete plumbing—running water, private bath, and flush toilet. Almost a quarter of the homes had no electrical power. Economists estimate that most American homes in 1940 had only 1,000 square feet of living space. In 1998, they estimate, new single-family homes have more than double that, a little more than 2,100 square feet of living space.

In the rural American Southwest in 1940 the past and the future were joined on the same desert landscape, rudimentary and surreal forces coexisting in the sagebrush and cactus. A new age of infinitely greater power and peril than anything history had known was about to begin in a remote corner of New Mexico—the development and the detonation of the first atomic bomb, the ultimate weapon of mass destruction. The manipulation of the atom was intended to produce nuclear power, first for war, then for peace, but always in reserve for war.

Not too far from where J. Robert Oppenheimer and America’s keenest scientific minds were racing to build and test a bomb so lethal not even they could imagine the full magnitude of its power, Luis Vittorio Armijo was growing up in the traditional fashion of his family. He was the son of a Spanish Basque father and an Apache mother. The family lived on a cattle ranch originally acquired by his Apache grandmother in a government land grant. It was located in the heart of the Apache reservation in southwestern New Mexico.

Armijo had an unusual childhood, even by the standards of that time and place. His parents and both sets of grandparents lived in the big house. The children—three boys and three girls—lived in a bunkhouse. Armijo recalls how the melding of the Apache and Basque cultures made it a lively household. “We spoke Spanish, French, and Apache,” he says. “We were self-sustaining—with the cattle herd and big gardens. We went to town only about once a month.”

Armijo didn’t get his first name until he was about ten years old because first he had to perform certain Apache rites. “Grandpa took me out to kill my first deer,” he says. “I had to drink some of the blood, then get the deer home, skin it, tan the hide, and make moccasins and other things.” A family friend suggested the name Luis and his grandmother said his middle name would be Vittorio, which Armijo was told was also the name used by Geronimo as a young man.

As a young man Luis spent a lot of time with his father, who, though Spanish, identified with his wife’s Apache ways. Luis remembers now, sixty years later, how his father taught him endurance. “He said, ‘If you can walk three miles, you can walk four.’ I learned how to track animals—how to tell a buck from a doe. I learned the medications from plants. White people take aspirin. We took the bark from the wala wala tree. I rode my horse three miles to the school bus and then took the bus ten more miles to school.

“I was just following the patterns of my parents. I thought I’d continue the same life. I knew nothing of the outside. On the maps in school, Colorado was in red and Arizona was in yellow, so I really thought when I got to those states they would be those colors. But when I got to high school and traveled with the basketball team to other towns, I realized I could do other things. I didn’t have to depend on the four winds like my grandfather—the ground that gives you nutrients, the air you breathe, the sky that goes from light to dark and back, and the rain.”

In 1942, his senior year in high school, Luis received his draft card and signed up for Army Air Force cadet training. A month later he was inducted and shipped to Fort Bliss, Texas, where he had an unexpected lesson in racial stereotyping. They said they wanted to use Southwestern Indians to speak their native language, as code talkers, to pass along vital military information.

“They called my name and I said, ‘I’m not a full-blooded Indian; I can talk the language but you can find better people—I’m supposed to be a pilot.’ The guy said to me, ‘Hey, Apaches don’t become pilots. They’re not smart enough.’ ” Armijo says people think that American Indians aren’t smart because they don’t talk a lot. But, he says, Indians are always thinking.

In the 1940s, Native Americans were an invisible population for most of the nation. It was thirty years before they began to demand—through AIM, the American Indian Movement—more autonomy from the federal government’s paternalistic system. When the war broke out, they were still largely confined to their reservations or the fringes of their native lands throughout the American West—but they were prepared to be warriors again. Moot Nelson, a Lakota Sioux, was working as a clerk in a western South Dakota draft board when the Japanese struck Pearl Harbor. Recalling the morning after, he said, “Here was a line of them already at eight A.M., Indian boys, twenty of them.” His supervisor told him, “Get ready, Moot, the boys are fighting mad.” That was true at reservations across the country.
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Luis Armijo, wartime, in restored Japanese car
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Life-saving leaflet dropped over Japan

In the Southwest, Armijo was sent to infantry basic training in California, but in the final week he heard about another test for the air cadet program and signed up again. He passed and was assigned to Truax Field, in Wisconsin, to train in ground communications. He wasn’t going to be a pilot, but he wasn’t disappointed. “I was just happy to be going places. I had never been on an elevator before, and here I had been in Texas, California, Wisconsin, and Illinois in a few months. I saw sailboats on a lake! I went to my first big basketball game. I couldn’t wait to go to the towns and see the people, the lawns, the churches. If I heard a siren, man, that was really something.”

At Chanute Field in Illinois, Armijo began an intense course in aviation electronics and communications. He learned navigation and, especially, how to guide a plane in when it was foggy. “We didn’t know it then,” he says, “but we were being trained to guide B-29s that would be landing on Pacific islands after bombing Japan.”

He became a member of General Curtis LeMay’s 20th Air Force, and early in 1945 he left San Francisco for a tiny island a little less than six hours by bomber from the heart of Japan. “We were a team of sixteen communications specialists. Our job was to tell the pilots how to land in the foggy conditions.”

As the summer wore on, Armijo and his friends began to suspect something big was up. A plane called the Enola Gay was practicing landings and takeoffs with two other planes following it. It finally took off with two other B-29s early in the morning of August 6, 1945, and arrived over Hiroshima at 31,600 feet at 8:15 A.M. Nuclear warfare was born in an enormous explosion that unleashed a towering mushroom cloud and triggered a firestorm that destroyed Japan’s eighth-largest city and killed more than eighty thousand of its residents. Back on Tinian Island, Armijo and his friends heard about the mission as Colonel Tibbets headed home. Armijo remembers, “As they were returning, the Enola Gay radioed it had been a success. Word quickly got around what they were talking about.”
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Luis Armijo

Luis Armijo, who three years earlier had been riding a horse to a school bus, was there for the beginning of this moment that, more than any other during the war, defined the perils of the future. He had no qualms about the attack on Japan, however, citing the ferocity with which Japan had waged war and the forecasts of hundreds of thousands of American dead, if not a million or more, if an invasion of the mainland became necessary.

For Armijo, the moment had a certain symmetry. His family was a little more than an hour’s drive north of the White Sands testing range where America’s newest weapons were exploded, some of them blowing out the windows in the family home.

About two weeks later a typhoon hit Tinian, taking Armijo’s tent and throwing him hard onto the ground. He cracked four vertebrae and had to be shipped home for treatment. The war was over, and Luis Armijo was eager to begin a new life.

Despite his service, however, when he returned it was “back to the same old thing.” Racism. “Before the war,” he says, “we were treated as bad as black southerners. We couldn’t have a business in town. The movie theater was segregated—minorities sat on one side, the whites on the other.

“During the war it was different. You signed papers and the Army didn’t say you were Hispanic or an Indian. The papers just said, ‘Hey, you’re an American soldier.’ If we got captured, we were just Americans. We were in a war.

“Once you got back,” he says, “you went back into the same old hole. I thought, ‘Hey, how can I make them understand me?’ ” A Veterans Administration counselor suggested a sitting job because of his back condition, so Armijo signed up for accounting courses at a New Mexico state teacher’s college. While there, the ways of his family awakened another interest: teaching. “Being the eldest in the family, whenever I learned something I was expected to teach my siblings. That was my grandfather’s way. So I got a degree in education with specialties in business and physical education.”

Armijo was hired immediately by the high school in Socorro, New Mexico, to teach typing, shorthand, business, and accounting. “I could see how eager these kids were to learn. To them, I knew more about the outside world than anyone. I said to them, ‘You don’t have to finish high school and go right back to the ranch. You can become a doctor, a nurse, a typist.’ ” That same message was heard in high schools across America. Returning veterans who went into the classroom brought a new worldliness and sense of adventure to the small-town kids they were standing before.

Armijo got a master’s degree and set out for California where, he heard, teaching jobs were plentiful. He was quickly hired at Fullerton Union High School in what was then rural Orange County, California. It was the beginning of a mutual love affair between teacher and kids.

“My philosophy,” he says, “is if you have a kid who leaves the house and comes to the school, that parent is saying, ‘Take care of my child as I would.’ I helped them make the right decisions. I kept money in my desk for those who didn’t have enough for lunch. They could just take their lunch money out of my petty cash and pay it back later. They didn’t have to leave their names. At the end of every year I always had more left over than what I started with. I made out a check to the company that provided the class rings. I wanted to be sure the kids who didn’t have the down payment at the time got to order theirs with everyone else. They always paid me back. You have to show them trust.”

The students, who liked Armijo, quickly came up with an affectionate twist on his name: Army Joe. They also knew that Army Joe didn’t miss much. If students were missing from class on a sunny day he’d drive to a popular beach and catch them there and administer a fatherly talk about the importance of education. He was a master at knowing when schoolyard fights were about to break out, and would step in at the last moment to offer mediation over Cokes or coffee. One time he forgot to duck, however, and one of two girls in a ferocious fistfight landed one on Army Joe—and he wound up with a black eye. Remarkably, one former student remembers, he didn’t lose his temper and the fighting coeds were filled with remorse.

A friend who has traveled with Armijo has been witness to his effect on his students. “Everywhere we’d go,” he says, “we’d run into one of his students. They’d run up to him, throw their arms around him, and say, ‘Mr. Armijo!’ And he always remembered them and told you all about them. It happened wherever we would go.”

There have been many changes in recent decades, however. “When I first started teaching,” Armijo says, “parents were behind you a hundred percent. When you called home they would take your advice. They’d come to school if there was a problem. When I was teaching you could always find one parent at home. Not anymore.”

Armijo likes the four-winds concept of his youth. He says a school has four sides: the students, the parents, the teachers, and the community. “And the parents are not holding up their part anymore. I think the home has gotten away from the parents.”

Armijo also thinks the new generation of teachers, however, has to share the blame. “When I retired in 1987 the superintendent said, ‘He always wore a coat and tie to school.’ Today’s teachers wear sports shirts. If their first class is at five past eight they arrive at eight. When I had an eight-thirty class I would be in the classroom at seven, opening the windows to get the air circulating, preparing the lessons. If you did an excellent job on a paper I’d make a small, complimentary remark, to be encouraging. Today so many teachers don’t take the time.”

Joe Yuddo remembers how Mr. Armijo, as he still calls him, always took the time. By his own description, Yuddo was a teenage rebel in the fifties, when he was a student in Armijo’s high school. Yuddo says, “I had a wonderful father, but in high school there’s always that conflict between parents and kids. Mr. Armijo was always the buffer that brought the kids back into line.”

Yuddo was seriously injured in a motorcycle accident as a teenager, and for nine months Armijo came to his home to keep him abreast of his Spanish studies. It was the beginning of a lifelong friendship. Yuddo says, “I lost both my parents, and Mr. Armijo is the closest thing I have to a mother and father.”

In his role as friend, Armijo takes a special interest in Yuddo’s son, who has cerebral palsy. Armijo accompanies the Yuddos to physical therapy, and lately he’s been helping them evaluate special-care facilities for the child in the event something happens to the parents. Yuddo says his counsel is always welcome because “sometimes you may not want to hear the truth, but you’re always going to hear it from Mr. Armijo.”

One of Armijo’s granddaughters, Shantelle Westbrook, has her own unique connection to his personal generosity. “I really needed money for college,” she says. Her father had abandoned the family so Shantelle went to her grandfather. He had a plan. He would begin selling Indian jewelry at swap meets on weekends. Shantelle was impressed. “He could have just retired, stayed inside, but instead he went out into the hot sun every Saturday to try to make money for my college fund.”

Armijo doesn’t see anything exceptional about his helping hand. “I buy from the various tribes,” he says, “and since I am part Indian I can get a license for resale. I go to the swap meets from six A.M. to five P.M. every Saturday and Sunday. I put the money in a bank account under her name. She’s starting her junior year in college and now I am doing the same thing for my younger granddaughter and grandson. I do it because I believe if you want to achieve a goal, you have to have an education.”

Armijo is a good Samaritan to those well beyond his circle of friends and his family. Once he retired from teaching, Armijo became an enthusiastic member of the local Lions Club. He immersed himself in the Lions’ many causes for the blind. “I collect glasses and turn them in. I organize drives to collect glasses. I organize raffles for the blind. We park a bus outside schools to screen kids for seeing problems. I’m in the bus, directing them to the different booths.” He was so dedicated and efficient in his work for the blind that Armijo won the Melvin Jones Award, the Lions’ highest honor, named after the club’s founder.

William Rosenberger, the Fullerton businessman who invited Armijo to join the Lions, said he did so only because his son pestered him so much. It turns out another member had considered inviting Armijo into the club, but he was afraid he couldn’t afford it on his schoolteacher’s salary. Rosenberger says, “The Lions almost missed a golden opportunity. He turned out to be a real asset.”

This humble man from another time and another place who went across the Pacific and was witness to the flight that changed warfare forever still rises every morning at five for a two-mile walk before attending Mass, every day, at a local church. Now in his late seventies, he says simply, “I live a good life. Not with riches or money. I love to teach. I love to help people.”
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Nao Takasugi, June 1941
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Norman Mineta

NAO TAKASUGI
“The relocation centers were not yet ready, so we were taken to the Tulare county fairgrounds in central California. Our entire family was housed in a converted horse stable. We shared one stall.”
NORMAN MINETA

“This is your home. You are all Americans.”

IT WAS A FINE SPRING DAY in May 1998 at the Presidio in San Francisco, the former Army post in a bucolic setting of conifers and manicured lawns next to the San Francisco Bay. The Honorable Nao Takasugi arose to address the National Japanese American Historical Society. He was a familiar figure to those in attendance. A member of the California State Assembly, he’d also served as a city council member and mayor of his hometown of Oxnard, just north of Los Angeles on the California coast. His family had been there since 1903, well-established members of the Nikkei, the name Japanese Americans use to describe themselves as an ethnic group.

When Takasugi’s grandfather first arrived from Japan he was unable to apply for citizenship because of his Asian ancestry but he thrived by opening a small store, the Ashai Market, a popular store renowned for its seafood. He personified the American immigrant experience as thoroughly as the Irish Americans of Boston or the East Europeans of New York’s Lower East Side or the Scandinavian farmers of Wisconsin and Minnesota. It was his grandson, Nao Takasugi, who was at the Presidio at the age of seventy-six in 1998, a testimony to the achievements of the Nikkei in America.

By then Takasugi was an elder statesman in California’s ever growing Asian American community. As always, he was proud of his ancestry. He was a Nissei, as the second-generation Japanese Americans were called. But, foremost, he was in his heart, his mind, and by virtue of his birth, an American citizen.

In his remarks at the Presidio he reflected on his long life in California, paying tribute to his family and their culture. Referring to his office in the California legislature, he said, “Upon my return to Sacramento on Monday I will again take my place in the very legislative chamber that fifty-six years ago voted—with but one dissenting vote—to endorse the issuance of Executive Order 9066.”

Executive Order 9066. One of the most shameful documents in American history. It was signed by President Franklin Roosevelt on February 19, 1942, to begin the forced internment of one hundred twenty thousand residents of Japanese ancestry—seventy-seven thousand of them American citizens. There were no hearings, no appeals. Executive Order 9066 was the codification of racism. Moreover, it was defended at the time by major figures in American civil liberties, including newspaper columnist Walter Lippmann and Supreme Court Justice William O. Douglas.

Some didn’t attempt to justify the relocation for security reasons. A California organization of white farmers, the Grower-Shipper Vegetable Association, stated back then in The Saturday Evening Post, “We’ve been charged with wanting to get rid of the Japs for selfish reasons. We might as well be honest. We do. It’s a question of whether the white man lives on the Pacific Coast or the brown man. They came into this valley to work and they stayed to take over.”

Italian and German aliens living in California coastal areas were ordered to move in early 1942 but by June of that year the order had been rescinded, and there was no major relocation for those groups. Italian and German immigrants were picked up and questioned closely; they may have had some uncomfortable moments during the war, but they retained all their rights. Not so for the Japanese Americans.

Nao Takasugi was a junior studying business at UCLA when the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor. Suddenly, because of his ancestry, he was subject to a strict curfew: he couldn’t be out before six A.M. and after six P.M. He couldn’t go five miles beyond his family home in Oxnard, which ruled out UCLA, more than fifty miles away. Then, in his neighborhood, came the posting of Executive Order 9066. “Here I was,” he says, “a nineteen-year-old college student full of ambition and ideals. All of that just came crashing down.”
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Nao Takasugi, graduating as Oxnard High School valedictorian, and Joe Kawata
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Nao and Judy Takasugi on the floor of the California State Assembly, Sacramento—March 23, 1998, their forty-sixth wedding anniversary

The Takasugi family—the parents, four daughters, and Nao—were told to prepare whatever personal possessions they could carry in their hands and report to the railroad station in Ventura. An old family friend, a Mexican American named Ignacio Carmona, went to Nao’s father and offered to take care of the market while they were away. Takasugi recalls his father handing him the keys, shaking his hand, and saying, “Whatever you make is yours.”

The Takasugi family was driven to the railroad station by another friend, the branch manager of the Bank of America. Nao remembers this man saying, “I can’t believe I am being asked to do this.”

The railroad station was bristling with armed guards. The train was a collection of ancient passenger cars with the blinds drawn. The Takasugi family, just days before a respected and productive family of American citizens, boarded for an unknown destination, their most fundamental rights stripped in the name of fear.

THERE WERE small acts of cruelty to go with the larger violations of constitutional rights. Norman Mineta, later a congressman from California, was just ten years old when his family was loaded onto a train in the San Jose freight yards. He was wearing his Cub Scout uniform and carrying his baseball bat and glove, the American-born son of a prominent Japanese businessman who had lived in the area for forty years. Several of young Norman’s schoolmates came to the tracks to say good-bye, just in time to see the armed guards confiscate his baseball bat because, they said, it could be used as a weapon. It was a world turned upside down for these law-abiding, productive, and respectable families.

NOW, MORE THAN a half century later, Nao Takasugi recites from a journal of memory. “The relocation centers were not yet ready, so we were taken to the Tulare county fairgrounds in central California. Our entire family was housed in a converted horse stable. We shared one stall.”
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Assemblyman Nao Takasugi and family
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Nao Takasugi (front row, extreme left) and family

There were fifteen thousand people in the “temporary” assembly center. They were there for three months. “The people running the camp organized schools, and teachers were brought in from the outside. I was a teacher’s aide in the high school, teaching business and Spanish, my subjects in college.” Typical of the equanimity that served him so well during his long life, Nao praises the quality of the camp drinking water that originated in the nearby mountains. “One of the nicest things I remember,” he says. “It was excellent water.”

After their extended stay in Tulare the Takasugi family was again loaded onto a train with the blinds drawn. They were not told their destination. “That was very scary,” Takasugi says.

When the train stopped they were in the middle of the Arizona desert, at the Gila River (Pima-Maricopa) Indian Reservation. Their relocation center was still under construction. It was a bleak and foreboding place and it would be home for the Takasugi family and other men, women, and children of Japanese ancestry for the next three and a half years.

It was one of ten camps established in remote locations, most of them in the West. The Gila River camp, forty-five miles southeast of Phoenix, had a population of more than thirteen thousand, making it the fourth largest of the camps. It was operated from July 1942 until November 1945.

Among those interned in the Gila River camp were some cousins of Nao, four brothers who all volunteered for the 442nd Regimental Combat Team, the Army unit made up of Japanese Americans. One of his cousins, Leonard Takasugi, came to see his family before he shipped out after basic training. Nao says, “Here was my American-born cousin, in his Army uniform, leaving to fight for his country, yet he had to wait at the barbed-wire fence to get a security clearance to visit his family.” It was for Nao Takasugi the ultimate irony of what Japanese Americans were experiencing during the war. They were good enough to defend their country, but they were always under a cloud of suspicion.

That cousin, Leonard, was killed in action in Italy on April 5, 1945—Nao’s birthday.

In camp, Takasugi resumed his teaching job for which he was paid sixteen dollars a month. Then, an unexpected opportunity. A representative from the American Friends Service Committee in Philadelphia, the Quakers, visited the camp to urge those who had been in college to apply for a security clearance so they could resume their studies.

Takasugi was encouraged to apply to the business studies program at Temple University in Philadelphia. The Quakers would help with the costs and they helped him with the application process. He was accepted for the February term in 1943 for the class of 1945.

“Thank God for the American Friends,” he says. “This was a shining light. . . . In four and a half years they sent more than four thousand young Nisseis to school.”

During a long, lonely train trip that took him across parts of the Deep South, Takasugi saw for the first time the signs designating WHITE and COLORED, the separate water fountains and separate public toilets. By then, of course, he had his own deeply personal understanding of discrimination. When Takasugi arrived in Philadelphia, his first real trip out of California, he was worried about how he would be treated but quickly realized that with the deep tan he’d acquired in the Arizona desert most people mistook him for a Puerto Rican.

He did so well at Temple, getting his BS in business in the spring of 1945, that he was accepted for graduate work in business at the prestigious Wharton School at the University of Pennsylvania. “I didn’t even know what a famous school this was until later,” he says. “I studied business and accounting and once I got my master’s degree I pounded the streets of Philadelphia, applying to all the top accounting firms.” They all said the same thing. “You have excellent credentials but we can’t take a chance hiring you because of the war situation.” Japan had surrendered the year before, but America remained deeply suspicious of anything Asian.

By then the families in the internment camps had been released and Nao’s parents were back in Oxnard, where they had resumed operating their market. They needed Nao’s help. “Being the only son,” he said, “I had no choice.” Besides, once back in California, he was relieved to discover that his old neighbors had no animosity left over from the war.

Their family friend, Ignacio Carmona, had operated the store as the Los Amigos Market, substituting chorizo, pan dulce, and menudo for the Asian products of the Takasugi reign. Carmona didn’t disturb the locked storerooms, explaining to the Los Angeles Times later, “We knew that was their private property. . . . We knew eventually they would take back the store.”

When that time came, Carmona simply said to the Takasugi family, “Welcome back. Thank you for letting us run the store.” And he handed back the keys.

Takasugi was involved in every aspect of the market. “One day,” he says, “one of my Wharton classmates came to visit and found me behind the meat counter. He said, ‘You’ve got a degree from Wharton!’ I said to him, ‘MBA—master of butchering arts.’ ” Under Nao’s stewardship, the market was flourishing. He wanted to expand, and he thought a new sign would help.

The city, however, denied the request. When Takasugi complained to his city councilman he was told there was an opening on the city planning commission. Would he like to serve? Takasugi says, “I thought they needed a businessman’s perspective. That was the beginning of my civic career.”

He had found his calling. He ran for the city council and was elected to two terms. Halfway through the second, the mayor’s job opened and Nao had three good offers for the family market. He decided to sell and go for the top job at city hall. “I was a little sad,” he says, “because the market had been in the family since 1907. But selling the store freed me up to do a good job as full-time mayor.” Nao Takasugi was Mr. Mayor in Oxnard for ten years.

He had an important ally in the Mexican American neighborhood called La Colonia. His old friend Ignacio Carmona was a community leader who stayed in close touch with the mayor’s office. Carmona said of Takasugi, “He always made it a point to represent the Mexican community. And he speaks good Spanish.”

Takasugi kept his end of the bargain. He improved lighting, the roads, and police protection in La Colonia. In the rest of Oxnard, which had been called the doormat of Ventura County, he was successful in encouraging additional businesses, including a shopping center and an auto mall.

By 1992 Takasugi was ready to move up the political ladder. He ran for the powerful California Assembly, the state legislature, as a Republican from a district where there were few Asian Americans, and he won easily. He was the first Asian American in the California Assembly in a dozen years.

Takasugi was seventy when he arrived in Sacramento, an age when most men are retired, but he quickly established a reputation as an energetic and pragmatic lawmaker. One of his first acts was to challenge the established way of doing business by proposing that the legislators lose part of their salary, and pay a fine, if they didn’t get the budget prepared on time.

His party boss, Governor Pete Wilson, did not have Takasugi’s support when he sponsored the controversial statewide initiative to restrict the rights of immigrants. As Takasugi put it, “I am just one generation away from the immigrants coming to California, so I have to be very, very sensitive.”

In 1988 Congress passed an act calling for an official apology and reparations of twenty thousand dollars to each of the survivors of the internment camps. The congressional action came after a commission held twenty days of hearings with testimony from more than seven hundred witnesses who had lived through the ordeal of Executive Order 9066. It was a deeply troubling reminder of a time when, as the commission concluded, “The broad historical causes that shaped these decisions were race, prejudice, war hysteria, and a failure of political leadership.” In signing the congressional action, President Reagan admitted that the United States had committed a “grave wrong.”

THERE WERE other wrongs to be corrected. While most Japanese Americans were sent to camps, many young Japanese American citizens were relocated to Japan against their will. Didn’t they also deserve an apology and reparations? In 1996 the California Assembly was debating whether to pass a resolution encouraging Janet Reno to pay the extra reparations. Republicans were largely against the idea. Then, on their side of the aisle, Takasugi took the floor and all were quiet as he said he would support the resolution.

He told his fellow legislators the memories of his own internment would never be erased. “They may fade, but they will never go away. We lost . . . liberties you can never repay with twenty thousand dollars.” He called the proposed payment “a small bit of redress, of fair play . . . for these kids.” He concluded, “I urge your aye vote.”

The resolution passed 62 to 0.

IN HIS SPEECH at the Presidio, Takasugi said, “One of the phrases that saw my family through the internment . . . is shikata ganai—it cannot be helped. Unlike yesterday, the phrase shikata ganai must not be the answer to the question of whether tomorrow’s children have . . . a full understanding of the Japanese American experience.”

Continuing, Takasugi reminded his audience, “America must never again fall prey to the temptation to count its citizens by color.” It is a lesson, he said, that can be passed on to future generations.

Takasugi has had serious heart problems in the past year and for the first time he’s talking about retiring. He’s proud of what he’s accomplished. He offers another Japanese phrase as his motto: gambate. Work hard, never give up.

He refuses to be bitter, telling audiences, “I find that I am compelled to remember the best—not the worst—of that time. To focus not on the grave deprivation of rights which beset us all, but rather on the countless shining moments of virtue that emerged from the shadows of that dark hour.”

That bitter experience was the beginning of a new place for the Nissei, the second-generation Japanese, in American life. When they returned to their homes following the war they knew they had to reach out beyond their own communities and develop political muscle.

NORMAN MINETA was one of the leaders of the congressional action on reparations—that San Jose youngster who had been forced to give up his bat in 1942 because it might be a weapon. He was now California Congressman Norman Mineta; earlier he had served as mayor of San Jose. During the war his family had been relocated in a camp at Heart Mountain, Wyoming, a long way from the temperate climate of the Bay area. While in the camp Mineta had struck up a lasting friendship with a visiting Wyoming youngster who shared his interest in Cub Scouts. The boy’s name was Alan Simpson, and when he grew up he became a powerful senator from Wyoming. Mineta was a Democrat and Simpson a Republican, but on the issue of internment they had a common point of view. The United States government had made a terrible mistake and it owed everyone involved an official apology.

MINETA RETURNED to San Jose after his odyssey through the camp in Wyoming and, later in the war, a more normal childhood in Evanston, Illinois, where the family moved when his father was recruited to teach Japanese to Army personnel at the University of Chicago. Back in San Jose, Mineta quickly became active in student politics, getting elected president of the San Jose High School student council seven years after he had been sent out of town on a train with the shades drawn and armed guards.

He went on to the University of California at Berkeley and stayed active in student politics while majoring in business administration. After a stint in the U.S. Army he returned to California to join his father in the family insurance business, which had recovered from the forced interruption of the internment.

The Mineta family had long been active in civic affairs but always within the Japanese community. Norman decided to expand their horizons. When he ran for the San Jose city council his father warned him, “You’re going to be like a nail sticking out of a board. You know what happens to that nail? It gets hammered. Are you ready to get hammered?”

Apparently he was, for within four years he was elected mayor of San Jose, the first Japanese American to head a major city on the mainland. He was an instant success, a rising star in the Democratic party and a leading advocate of new approaches to old urban problems. In California’s polyglot population he knew the feelings of an outsider, so he reached across invisible lines and brought in those who had not been represented in the seats of power, including Mexican Americans.

He was also the beneficiary of the local Japanese American community’s determination to get a piece of the political power base. First, they had to get the attention of established political leaders, and the most expeditious route went through fund-raising dinners. Mineta said a patriarch in his community figured out a system. He knew that most Japanese American families were rebuilding their lives and couldn’t afford the fifty- or hundred-dollar-a-plate cost of a dinner, and so, Mineta says, “he collected a dollar here and there until he had the price of two tickets and then he’d designate who would attend the dinner.” Mineta was often one of those to represent the community.

It was the beginning of a political network for the ambitious young businessman, and after he’d worked his way up to mayor he decided to run for Congress in the election following Richard Nixon’s resignation over Watergate. It was a banner year for Democrats, and Mineta was one of the beneficiaries.

He quickly became one of the stars of what was called the Watergate class in Congress. He also knew he wanted to do something about what had happened to his family and thousands more during the war. Executive Order 9066, that awful stain on a society of laws, had been allowed to fade away. By the 1970s internment had become a footnote to the war years; younger Americans had only a vague awareness of its implications. Older Americans, through discomfort or an eagerness to remember only the glories of those years, had pushed it to the far corners of their memories.

Mineta and three other Asian Americans in Congress, Senators Dan Inouye and Spark Matsunaga of Hawaii and Congressman Robert Matsui, also of California, decided they had to begin by sharing with their colleagues their personal stories. They also proposed a commission to prepare an independent study of the policies.

When the commission finished its research it concluded the internment was the result of race, prejudice, hysteria, and a failure of political leadership. The commission’s work also generated a number of newspaper and magazine articles, television news reports, and documentaries. When the American public was forced to confront the truth of what had happened, Mineta and his friends were able to get through the Civil Liberties Act of 1988, which called for the apology and reparations for every family of twenty thousand dollars, an amount that was more symbolic than financially fair.

Mineta remembers the day it passed: September 17, 1987, the two hundredth anniversary of the signing of the U.S. Constitution. “House Speaker Jim Wright designated me as the speaker pro tem for the day so I could sign the bill for the House,” he said. “I still have a copy of the legislation hanging in my office.”

That legislation may have helped heal old wounds and it was certainly an uncomfortable reminder to the rest of society of how hysteria can overrun the basic laws and decency of a nation, but it didn’t eradicate stereotyping. Mineta recalls speaking at a ceremony for Toyota and General Motors. When he finished, one of the GM executives congratulated him on how well he spoke English and wanted to know how long he’d lived in America!

It has been a long American journey for the ten-year-old in the Cub Scout uniform who once got on a train for an unknown destination. Before they got on the train that day in May 1942, Mineta’s father called them all together—three girls and two boys—to say, “I want you to remember 545 Fifth Street. This is your home. You are all Americans.”

A great deal has changed in the life of Norman Mineta, who is now a vice president of Lockheed Martin Corporation after serving twenty years in the House of Representatives. One part of his life remains the same. The Mineta family still owns that house at 545 Fifth Street in San Jose, California.

LOVE, MARRIAGE, AND COMMITMENT
The World War II generation shares so many common values: duty, honor, country, personal responsibility, and the marriage vow: “For better or for worse . . .” It was the last generation in which, broadly speaking, marriage was a commitment and divorce was not an option. I can’t remember one of my parents’ friends who was divorced. In the communities where we lived it was treated as a minor scandal. My age group, which preceded the Baby Boomers, retained that attitude, but it did begin to unravel. At my fortieth high school reunion, second marriages were not unusual and there were a number of third marriages.

There were divorces before and immediately after the war, of course, but the laws governing the dissolution of a marriage were much tougher, and society was not as tolerant as in later years. Of all the new marriages in 1940, one in six ended in divorce. By the late 1990s, that number was one in two.

Although divorce has been a common fact of life in America since the sixties, World War II couples have not fully adjusted; they’re still unsettled by its popularity, especially when it occurs in their own families. Many of the couples I talked to would recite matter-of-factly, even cheerfully, the travails of their lives during the Depression and the war. But when I asked about the divorce of one of their children, their voices dropped and they struggled for words, saying something to the effect of “We still can’t get used to it.”

At reunions of various World War II outfits, almost all the veterans show up with their first wives; if they’re with a new mate, it’s because the first one died. Those marriages, I believe, are more than a reflection of the expectations of society at the time the vows were exchanged. These relationships were forged when the world was a dangerous place and life was uncertain. Couples were forced to confront the profound emotions—and passions—that come with the reality of separation and the prospect of death. If their relationships could withstand the turmoil and strain of the war years, it should only get better after that.

They were also part of a generation accustomed to sharing and working together toward a common good. So many of these couples came from homes or conditions where life was a team effort. In the face of severe economic deprivation, illness, or unexpected death, the preservation and common welfare of the family was the collective goal. It was a conditioning they carried over to their marriages.

It is a legacy of this generation seldom mentioned with the same sense of awe as winning the war or building the mighty postwar economy, but the enduring qualities of love, marriage, and commitment are, I believe, equal to any of the other achievements.


JOHN AND PEGGY ASSENZIO

“The war helped me love Peggy more, if that’s possible.”

JOHN AND PEGGY ASSENZIO have been married since a month after Pearl Harbor. He was twenty-three; she was two years younger. They’ve known each other even longer—since they were youngsters in Bensonhurst, Brooklyn. Peggy remembers, “When I was eleven, I was on my porch reading. John threw a football to get my attention. I threw it back. That was it.”

Shortly after their marriage, John was heading for basic training at Camp Pickett, Virginia. He was trained as a medical technician and assigned to the 118th Combat Engineers, the men who went in with the first wave to clear the minefields, bust through any defensive barriers, and start a network of roads and bridges for additional troops and supplies. It was vital and dangerous work.

At home, Peggy was a teacher in the Brooklyn Roman Catholic Diocese middle school system during the day and often volunteered at the Red Cross in the evening. She says, “I never went to sleep until I wrote John a letter. I wrote every single day. I wouldn’t break the routine, because I thought it would keep him safe. You bet I got to know the men in the post office.” Peggy also followed the progress of John’s outfit through the newspaper and kept an elaborate scrapbook of everything connected to his part in the war, including newspaper clippings and his draft notice.

In the Pacific, John was on the move so much he didn’t get his mail regularly. He saw action in five different campaigns over twenty-three months. His memories of Okinawa, one of the most ferocious battles of the Pacific war, still come to him in Technicolor. “We were down on our bellies and I saw one guy—his arm flying through the air; it had been blown off. I jumped up and put a tourniquet on the stump and got him evacuated. I don’t know whether he survived.”
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John and Peggy Assenzio, wartime

John still breaks down when he recalls one excruciating close encounter. “I was on a scouting mission, crawling, when I came face-to-face with a Japanese soldier. He looked at me and I looked at him. I fired first. He went down. It was a horrible, horrible experience.”

It’s all the more important to John that he won the Bronze Star for saving lives, not taking them. On November 12, 1944, at Dulag, on the Leyte Gulf, the Japanese sent a fleet of kamikaze planes to attack U.S. ships anchored in the bay. There were hundreds of casualties. John and another volunteer were on the beach, where they loaded a small boat with medical supplies and rushed out to help the stricken ships and wounded sailors for the next seven hours.

His breaks from combat were rare, so when he arrived in New Guinea there were fifty-eight letters waiting for him, most of them from Peggy. He read them in the order they’d been written, and he remembers to this day that in one of them he learned his grandfather had died. When he had left for basic training, his grandfather had assured him, “You’ll come back, but I won’t be here,” and then he had kissed John.

What John experienced was characteristic of the personal turmoil in the lives of young people at the time. While the men were in strange and hostile places, thousands of miles from home, relatives died, wives and sweethearts were left to fend for themselves, children were born, and Dear Johns were written. Sometimes it would be weeks or even months before the men would get the news, however disappointing, sad, or joyous.

John’s outfit was dispatched to Japan following the surrender. They were assigned to the port city of Kure, just southeast of Hiroshima. He was stunned by what he saw in the ruins of the first target of an atomic bomb. “Hiroshima,” he says, “was the most horrible thing you ever saw . . . just twisted steel, complete devastation.” Assenzio is firmly convinced the decision to drop the bomb was appropriate. Like most veterans of the Pacific, he believes the Japanese would not have given up and there would have been an untold number of casualties during an invasion.

One small moment during John’s stay in Japan is a poignant reminder that wars are made from the top down and that the people at the bottom, were it left to them, would likely find other ways to settle whatever differences exist. John says he was under strict orders: “No fraternization with the locals.” But one day he and a friend passed by the home of the postmaster of Kure. He invited them in for tea. “The postmaster could speak English. You should have seen his garden. His little son took out a geography book and pointed to New York, because that’s where we were from.

“We had the most delicious tea—never had tea that delicious. We were going against fraternization orders . . . I still had my rifle . . . but they were so nice.”

Days before, the two nations represented by the four people at that party had been in a vicious war with each other. The Japanese family was living in the shadow of the wreckage of Hiroshima, the single most destructive act of war ever. They were entertaining two young Americans, men who were lucky to have survived the deadly intentions of the Japanese as they fought their way across the Pacific. Now they were enjoying each other’s company and a pot of wonderful tea.

“I finally got back to New York on December thirtieth. I missed Christmas, but I got a temporary discharge so I could spend New Year’s at home. I rode the train into Brooklyn with a rifle over one shoulder and a souvenir samurai sword over the other. I looked so strange.”

When they were courting, John and Peggy had developed a special signal so they could always find each other in crowded places, like Coney Island. It was what John called his “love whistle,” a sweet, melodious whistle in four beats he used only when he wanted to get Peggy’s attention. When John arrived at the bottom of the steps leading to her family’s home in Bensonhurst on December thirtieth, a great deal had changed in his life, but he remembered how to do the love whistle. When Peggy heard it, he says, “She came running out and almost took my head off.” Her memory: “I had just finished making a big WELCOME HOME sign and I was talking to John’s uncle when I heard the whistle. I just ran down the steps and hugged him.”
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John Assenzio (extreme left) in Kure, Japan
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The Assenzios’ Western Union telegrams—“They speak for themselves”

MGM couldn’t improve on that for a love scene, and as corny as those black-and-white movies about love and marriage during the war years may seem now, they were a reflection of what was happening to couples across the country. Newly married couples didn’t have an opportunity to adjust slowly to the complexities of suddenly sharing a life.

And then they were separated, often for years. Husbands were living in an intensely male environment, trying to deal with the stresses and dangers of war, while young wives were left at home, staying with relatives or living alone in strange cities, working when they could or caring for a child conceived before the father shipped out and born while he was away.

Still, John and Peggy Assenzio were typical. When he came home, they simply resumed their life together. They loved each other. They wanted to have a family. They were faithful Catholics. They were true to the way they had been raised. They were grateful the only lasting effect of the war on John was nightmares. When he went through a difficult time, thrashing around in their bed, sometimes knocking over a table lamp, occasionally sleeping on the floor to avoid hitting Peggy as he flailed out at the dark memories, she was always there to comfort him, to remind him just by her presence that they would get through this together. John says, “The war helped me love Peggy more, if that’s possible. To appreciate her more.”

John went back to his old job as a salesman for an import-export firm. Peggy had saved some money from her teaching job during the war. They couldn’t find an apartment in their families’ neighborhood, so they bought a home on Long Island, thus becoming part of a fundamental alteration of American life, the rise of the suburbs and the subsequent diffusion of the family.

They raised a family—two sons. Their firstborn, John Jr., a schoolteacher, died of cancer a few years ago, and they’ve established a scholarship in his name. Another son, Rich, is a production manager with NBC Sports.

John and Peggy are proponents of women’s liberation, but they worry that in trying to have it all—a career, marriage, and children—too many young women put their careers ahead of their families. Peggy, who had been a schoolteacher during the war, resumed teaching once the boys were in school themselves. She worries. “The morals have changed tremendously. The way you’re told to raise your kids now—there’s no discipline.”

Divorce is another issue they worry about. Peggy says young couples these days “don’t fight long enough. It’s too easy to get a divorce. We’ve had our arguments, but we don’t give up. When my friends ask whether I ever considered divorce I remind them of the old saying ‘We’ve thought about killing each other, but divorce? Never.’ ”

John and Peggy Assenzio are not unique within their generation. They can look back on a love affair that began in the Great Depression, was consummated at the outset of World War II, survived combat and separation, and flourished in the postwar years. They were just twenty-one and twenty-three when they were married and they could not have imagined what strains the world would put on their commitment to each other, but they believed their wedding vows were not conditional. Now, in their fifty-seventh year of marriage, that belief has not diminished for John and Peggy. If anything, it has been strengthened by John’s recurring memories of the horrors of combat. They come to him less often now, but Peggy is always there for him. As he says, “I relive it sometimes, but with the help of my wife—and the love she has for me—that’s how you get over it.”

These marriages and the values the men and women brought to them may seem curiously old-fashioned to modern young couples. They may have a difficult time relating to a love affair forged by sacrifice and separation, faith and commitment. They may not know how to measure the tensile strength such marriages bring to a society. In an age of divorce, pagers, cell phones, and fax machines, they may never know the sweet sound of a love whistle.
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The Dumbos, Halloween party, 1949

THE DUMBOS
“Expectations were different: We had a higher regard for marriage. You just didn’t divorce.”

OTHER WORLD WAR II marriages became part of larger groups. Veterans formed such close associations with their wartime buddies that they became friends for life, and their wives learned to care for each other as well. In some cases, the wives were the catalysts for postwar friendships. Their husbands returned home to find their wives had gotten through the ordeal with the help of other women in similar straits. They were sisterhoods that did not end with the war. With the men back, it became an extended family, a gathering of couples who had shared experiences and common values.

In the small South Dakota city of Yankton, four wives with husbands in the service met to play bridge: my mother-in-law, Vivian Auld; her sister, Lois Gatchell; their friends La Verne Hubner and Joyce Hagen. Vivian’s husband, Merritt, was an Army doctor who was overseas for five years, seeing heavy action in North Africa and Italy. Don Gatchell was in the Marines. Roland “Doc” Hubner, another physician, was a flight surgeon. Joyce’s husband, Clarence (everyone called him “Hack”), was an officer aboard a heavy cruiser in the Pacific.

Joyce remembers that it was a mutual support group. All of the women were in their early to mid-twenties. Vivian, Joyce, and La Verne had infants at home, conceived before their husbands shipped out, born while they were abroad. It was an uncertain time in the lives of these young women with their husbands so far away, many of them in the line of fire. Joyce’s anxiety for Hack only heightened when word came that her brother had been killed in action.

Now, however, more than a half century later, she remembers the solidarity of the little circle of women. She laughs when she says, “If any of the serviceman husbands came home, he had to take us all out to dinner. We’d save gas rations and drive to Sioux City [a small city with more restaurants, about sixty miles away from Yankton] and have a big dinner. Then we’d wait for the next husband to come home.”

The separation anxieties were not confined to the wives. Meredith, my wife, can remember seeing her father only once during her first five years, when Merritt managed a short home leave between the North African and Italian campaigns. Meredith lived with her mother at the home of her grandparents, not an unusual arrangement for war wives, especially those with small children. Nonetheless, she didn’t have a father around during what we now call the bonding years. It must have been equally awkward for him. He returned home to find a five-year-old stranger as his daughter.

As a result their relationship evolved slowly; as she was growing up, it was more distant than it might have been if he had been home in the early years. By the time she was an accomplished adult, they were very close. How many other World War II fathers and children must have experienced the same early strains in their relationships?

Hack Hagen received word of their firstborn just after his ship, the heavy cruiser Salt Lake City, had been shot up in a raging naval battle in the North Pacific. It was welcome news after what he’d been through—almost four hours of intense exchanges with a Japanese armada twice the size of the American flotilla. In his definitive study of the naval battles during World War II, the distinguished Harvard historian Samuel Eliot Morison described how the Salt Lake City “received almost all of the enemy’s attention” as the Japanese tried to sink the cruiser with shells fired from twelve miles away. They were almost successful. It took four major hits before the ship was forced to a stop after a battle that ran for almost a hundred nautical miles.
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Joyce and Clarence Hagen, 1942
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Joyce and Clarence Hagen’s fiftieth anniversary, 1991, with the entire Hagen family, Le Mars, Iowa

Several crew members were killed near where Hack was a gunnery officer, but as he says, “We just kept going.” Finally, the Salt Lake City was dead in the water. The engine room had taken a hit, killing the power and causing some serious leaking. It appeared Hagen and the crew were doomed, but for some reason the Japanese broke off the attack and retreated. Morison figures that “smoke concealed . . . Salt Lake’s plight” and that the Japanese worried American fighter bombers would arrive at any time.

The Salt Lake City managed to make it back to San Francisco for repairs, and Hack went on to South Dakota for a reunion with Joyce and their new son, Christopher. Before long, however, he was back on the high seas, once for three months without seeing land. He did have a way of letting Joyce know his whereabouts, however. In his weekly letters he made reference to a time of day, which she could then convert into latitude and longitude. As he says, “It was good for her to know and it was a comfort to me to know she was following along.”

Those letters, which took a long time to get back to South Dakota, did get special treatment from the mailman. Joyce recalls, “If a letter arrived from a brother or a husband, no matter what the time of day, the mailman got it to our house and dropped it through the mail slot. It was an extra kindness.”

Most of the war news came from the big cabinet radios that were a fixture in every living room. Meredith remembers the nightly ritual in her grandparents’ home, when everyone would gather and remain absolutely still as they listened to the news from the front. With so much action on so many fronts and the filter of military censorship, they were getting only the big picture. For long stretches of time they had no idea exactly where their husbands were or how they were doing. There were millions of these young wives, women in their twenties, their lives in a state of suspension as they awaited the return of their husbands, always dreading that the unexpected knock at the door would be a telegram or their minister with news that he wouldn’t be coming back.

There were other sources of information if you were in the right place. Lois Gatchell was living in San Francisco before she returned to Yankton. Her husband, Don, was a Marine officer on the USS Ticonderoga when it was attacked and almost sunk by two Japanese kamikaze planes. He says to this day, “I can still see them—two Japanese planes headed right for us. It was a mess.” Lois remembers her friends who were Navy wives knew almost instantly what had happened, well before the news became public. “It was an incredible grapevine,” she says. “They knew before anyone.” It was not until the ship returned, however, that she knew Don was okay.
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Four generations of Hagens (left to right): Torger Hagen, George Hagen, Clarence Hagen, Christopher Hagen—Webster, South Dakota, 1945
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Meredith, Merritt, and Vivian Auld

As a result of these harrowing experiences, the young women became emotionally mature beyond their years, just as their husbands were learning to grow up fast with the responsibilities and duties that came with military service. In the nineties, young men and women often talk of using their twenties to find themselves, to explore the options of life. Their grandparents at the same age found themselves in a hurry.

It wasn’t always perfect, of course. Couples who were just getting started in their relationship were living with the strain of protracted periods of separation, the absence of timely communications between the wife at home and the husband abroad, the anxieties brought on by the everyday life-and-death dangers of war.

When Meredith’s father returned after five long years away, he brought with him a letter from his mother-in-law, Nan Harvey, written in June 1945. It was a poignant yet firm plea for him to come home. She was worried about his wife, her daughter Vivian.

Nan couldn’t believe that the Army was insisting Merritt stay on awhile longer even though the war was over. She said that Vivian was “on the verge of the breaking point after hearing you can’t get home. . . . The long separation for you and Vivian has been too long for you both and it does worry us.” Nan went on to relate Vivian’s worry that the continuing separation diminished “the chances to finish life together happily.” Plainly, the brave front put up by Vivian and millions of other wives at home was often just that, a front. Who could blame them for their anxieties?

Merritt apparently got the message, for he came back to Yankton not too long after that, and his marriage to Vivian was long, happy, and productive. They had five children and regularly took in young women who came from troubled homes.

In fact, when the war was over, all the husbands of the women in the weekly bridge game returned home safely and went swiftly into their civilian careers. Auld and Hubner joined a medical practice in Yankton. Gatchell entered the insurance business, and Hack resumed the teaching career he had started before the war.

The wives decided not to give up what had been so important to them during the war—their regular meetings and, by now, very deep friendships. They decided to organize a dinner club and monthly bridge game. They named it Dumbo for one of those silly reasons: the dinners would be jumbo, with everyone bringing food, and someone laughingly suggested, “Dumbo Jumbo, that’s us.”

The monthly dinners and bridge games went on for the next thirty-five years, and the friendships only deepened as time went along. Hack and Joyce Hagen were absent for a time while he got a degree in optometry, financed in part with a loan from one of the Dumbo members. He set up practice in LeMars, Iowa, just sixty miles from Yankton, and they resumed their regular attendance at Dumbos.

For the women it was not an easy time, for it was very much a man’s world in the immediate postwar years. In Yankton, married women were not hired as schoolteachers, and in Dr. Auld’s medical partnership his own sister, a pediatrician with a thriving practice, was paid half of what the male partners earned. There were no women lawyers or business owners. It wasn’t fair, especially after all the contributions women had made during the war, but for most of the wives there were other immediate priorities. Children were coming in waves and homes were being bought or expanded. Husbands were working long hours, trying to catch up after their years of military service. Given the current place of women in American life, it is difficult to imagine that time. It is equally difficult to appreciate the urgency of young couples to get on with their marriages after the uncertainties of the war years. It was, as they say, a different time, and it made possible what was to come.

Considering what they had all been through, they emerged from the war with a remarkable appetite for public service, for “doing good,” as so many of them now describe it. It was a natural extension of the patriotism and training of the war years, but it was not a short-term phenomenon. It was the ethos of the time. Get married, have a family, stay married, do something for your community.

The Dumbos and the other World War II couples in Yankton were in the forefront of every community-improvement project. The two doctors, Hubner and Auld, served terms as president of the local school board, pushing through reforms to get equal pay for women teachers and to raise the place of girls’ athletics in a state where boys had the only games in town. Vivian Auld became a force in building a new public library.

It was a generation of joiners. They belonged to the Masonic Lodge or Knights of Columbus, the VFW and the American Legion, the Elks, the Rotary, Kiwanis, and Toastmasters International. The wives were in PEO, a popular women’s service organization.

As children of the Depression, they managed their new prosperity carefully. Within the Dumbos an extravagant purchase, a fancy new car or a boat, would trigger a round of sharp kidding. As couples, they all shared a natural resistance to conspicious consumption. Moderation in spending was as important to them as faithful marriages, well-behaved children, and church.

They were all active in their various religious faiths well beyond regular attendance at Sunday worship. As Episcopalians, the Aulds and the Gatchells helped start the 20-40 Club for adults over twenty and under forty. They raised money for St. Mary’s, a local school for girls from the Sioux reservations. Later Hack Hagen became active in national Lutheran church efforts to counsel conscientious objectors during Vietnam. As a World War II veteran, far from being bitter toward those who chose not to serve in Vietnam, he says, “I learned about compassion.”

Don and Lois Gatchell, who now live in Tulsa, Oklahoma, remember life revolving around family, friends, church, and community, and all of the couples approached it as a team effort. Well before the phrase “extended family” came into vogue, these couples were just that. They vacationed together, celebrated birthdays and holidays together, and supported each other during difficult times. I remember them to this day in tandem: Vivian and Merritt; Doc and La Verne; Hack and Joyce; Lois and Don.

That was not unique to this group or just to Yankton, of course. Moreover, it’s not that these values were absent before the war. However, America had never been subjected to an explosion of marriages, births, prosperity, and population shifts of this magnitude. The landscape was being transformed in every conceivable way and the place of marriage and the family was critical to the management of it all in an orderly fashion. What makes it all the more remarkable in contemporary terms is that the couples were so young. It was not unusual for a young man and woman to have three children, mortgage payments, and expectations of a lifelong career in one company by the time they were thirty.

Lois Gatchell believes their marriages were strengthened by those months and years of difficult, often frightening separation in the early stages. “I believe we were all determined to make it work as a result of that,” she says. Don adds, “Expectations were different. We had a higher regard for marriage. You just didn’t divorce.” And if they hit a bump in their relationship, they worked it out between themselves. They were too busy putting their lives back together, too grateful that they had emerged from those difficult years alive and together again, to dwell on the occasional hitches in their relationships.

Outside of our own families, to those of us growing up in Yankton at the time, these World War II couples were emblematic of the values that shaped our lives. In many respects, their marriages and the way they conducted them were a form of community service.
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Gaylord Nelson
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Carrie Lee Nelson, 1945

GAYLORD AND CARRIE LEE NELSON
“We didn’t have much, and we didn’t expect much. . . . We struggled, but we kind of liked the struggle. We had love and friends, and our aspirations were right, so it was a good time.”

GAYLORD NELSON, later the governor of Wisconsin and a U.S. senator from that state for three terms, was the son of a smalltown physician when he enlisted in the Army, a self-confident and fun-loving bachelor who already had a law degree. He was headed back to Wisconsin after the war to pursue a career in politics, hoping to follow in the footsteps of his boyhood hero, Senator Robert La Follette.

Carrie Lee Dotson came from markedly different circumstances. She was the ninth child of a couple in Wise County, Virginia, the heart of Appalachia’s coal country. When she was just three years old, her father died and her mother was forced to place her in a home for poor children run by the Masonic lodge in Richmond, Virginia. Two of her brothers were already there.

Carrie had big dreams as well, although hers were rooted more in fantasy than reality. After all, she was a poor, overweight child in a foster home. Nonetheless, she looked at pictures of dashing, famous women like the flier Amelia Earhart and the glamorous tennis player Alice Marble and thought she could be like them.Of course, she says now, she had no idea what that truly meant, as she didn’t have access even to a newspaper, much less to flying or tennis lessons. Instead, when she was eighteen, she went to nurse’s training, a popular choice among young working-class women who couldn’t afford to go to college. Carrie Lee also considered that if she couldn’t be Amelia Earhart, she could still become a flight attendant.

Instead, at the end of her nurse’s training, she qualified for Officer Candidate School within the U.S. Army Nurse Corps, and after basic training she put on her second lieutenant’s bars and reported to Fort Indiantown Gap, Pennsylvania, where a blind date would change the direction of her life forever.

It was near the end of the war, in the spring of 1945, when a friend asked her to double-date with a couple of young Army officers. Carrie Lee’s date was Gaylord Nelson, and her first impression was mixed. She thought he was cute and funny but that “Gaylord” was a dumb first name. They had a nice time at the movies, and later, over a few drinks at the Officers Club, Gaylord told her about his Wisconsin upbringing, but there were no sparks flying. At the end of the night he put her on the bus back to her nurses’ ward.

She was a little surprised when the next day there was a phone call for her from a general. It was, in fact, “General” Nelson, and this was Carrie Lee’s first encounter with Gaylord Nelson’s deep streak of mischief. They continued to see each other until it was time for him to ship out. Carrie Lee admits she was smitten, but she didn’t expect much from Gaylord because he’d made it clear he didn’t write to anyone, not even his mother. So, as Carrie says, “That was the end of that—for that time.” And as Gaylord says, “I never expected to see her again.”

Gaylord Nelson had the unusual experience—particularly unusual for a young man from Wisconsin—of commanding a company composed entirely of black soldiers. The son of the president of Liberia was his first sergeant, and he was the highest-ranking “Negro,” as blacks were called in those days. This was for Gaylord a very personal experience with racial discrimination. “Every post I was on,” he says, “the black troops were assigned to World War I barracks. The white troops got into the brand-new barracks with central heating. They stuck the black troops in barracks heated by coal stoves. I began to see—in a minor way, of course—how it was to be a minority and be discriminated against.”
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Gaylord and Carrie Lee Nelson meeting Harry S Truman

Nelson and his soldiers were assigned to Okinawa after the fierce battle for control of that island, and they were there when the war ended. He fully expected just to kill time there and get back to whatever life had in store for him in Wisconsin. Little did he know that someone else was also headed to Okinawa.

Carrie Lee had made the long journey to Okinawa to work as a replacement nurse in a hospital that was being deactivated. She was not happy about the assignment—most of her friends were going to the Philippines—but as she came ashore she encountered a young Army lieutenant checking off the nurses’ assignments. Carrie Lee remembers that the lieutenant said, “Hmph, Dotson. Weren’t you at Indiantown Gap?” When she said yes, he went on, “Didn’t you go out with Nelson? He’s on this island.” Carrie Lee says that in those days she didn’t say things like “No shit, Joe!” but she might as well have. When the lieutenant said, “I’ll have to tell him you’re here,” she replied, “Yeah, do that, will you?”

When Gaylord was told that Carrie Lee was on the island, he decided to look her up. By then he was a captain, but again he mischievously told the guard at her barracks, “Tell Lieutenant Dotson that General Nelson is here.” When she came out to greet him, he exclaimed, “Jesus Christ, you’re skinny.” She responded, “Jesus Christ, you’re not a general.” As she says now, more than a half century later, “So we found each other.”

The Okinawa courtship proceeded apace. Carrie Lee had to stay on the island until the spring of 1946, so Gaylord extended his assignment as well. By the end of their time there Gaylord had given her “a little silver band that one of his soldiers had made—took quarters and pounded them into rings.”

Eventually Gaylord went back to Madison, Wisconsin, to open a law practice, and Carrie Lee returned briefly to Virginia before agreeing to move to Wisconsin. She became a nurse at the University of Wisconsin while they continued their engagement. They were married in November 1947.

Gaylord was a popular and hardworking young lawyer, but he wasn’t making much money; looking back, Carrie Lee believes it’s just as well. “We didn’t have much, and we didn’t expect much,” she says. “We had spaghetti dinners with jugs of red wine. We struggled, but we kind of liked the struggle. We had love and friends, and our aspirations were right, so it was a good time.”

When Gaylord got more deeply involved in politics, Carrie Lee wasn’t as happy, but it never occurred to her to demand that he give up his boyhood dream, not even when she felt like a single parent as he campaigned and she stayed home with their children.

When Gaylord became the first Democrat elected governor of Wisconsin in fifty years, Carrie Lee, the child of Appalachia and a Masonic home for children, was suddenly the best-known woman in the state. It was an honor she didn’t cherish. She describes her role as first lady: “I tolerated it. I never liked all the scrutiny. I had a miscarriage during Gaylord’s first term, and I resented it when the press wrote about it. I felt the same way when our third child was born—why my pregnancy had to be in the news, I don’t know.”

Nonetheless, she rarely complained. In turn, Gaylord never asked her to change her ways, not even when some of his political advisers warned against her easy use of mild profanities. Her maverick ways appealed to his own bold sense of humor. He gave her space and she did the same for him. They had mutual friends, but they also had separate friendships, and they didn’t impose one set on the other.

When Gaylord was elected to the U.S. Senate and they moved to Washington, it didn’t get any easier for Carrie Lee. The capital was a city of protocol alien to her background in the Masonic home. The Nelsons had only Gaylord’s Senate salary to support their family of five, so though Carrie felt pressure to maintain an expensive wardrobe, there was very little left over for her to indulge herself with fancy dresses, even if she had been so inclined. As Carrie Lee says, “We’d never been in debt, and we didn’t intend to start now.”

Gaylord’s trips back home to Wisconsin to tend to his political base meant that Carrie Lee had an expanded role as a single parent. She admits that this “strained the marriage,” but there was never a thought of divorce. Her sense of isolation was more than offset by the love she felt for Gaylord and their family. It was, she says, “a wonderful dream to have that family after my childhood.”

Because of their refreshing independence, the Nelsons quickly became one of the most popular couples in Washington. At the peak of Gaylord’s power as a senator, Carrie Lee was an equally dynamic presence whenever they entered a room—not always the case with political wives. But then she didn’t play by the rules. She was wholly at ease with herself and her background, cracking jokes, deflating big egos with a well-aimed verbal dart or a slightly profane comment. She was comfortable with the men and women of the power circles.

Looking back, Carrie Lee is certain that despite their vastly different childhoods, her and Gaylord’s marriage worked so well because they had confidence in each other. Even when they disagreed, they worked to find common ground, and they never fought in front of their children. She says now that if she were to do it over, she’d be more assertive about Gaylord spending time with the family, but all in all, she is grateful that she was on the right boat and in the right line when she reported for duty in Okinawa. Otherwise, she might never have run into “General” Nelson and traveled a world far beyond the Masonic home for children in Richmond.

As for Gaylord, whose ancestors are Norwegian, he likes to tell the story of Ole, the stereotypical Norwegian, who once confided to a friend, “It’s all I can do to keep from telling the kids how much I love their mother.”

JEANETTE GAGNE NORTON
“When the war was over everybody was honking their horns and yelling . . . but I couldn’t really join. . . . My heart wasn’t in it.”
DAPHNE CAVIN

“I didn’t have riches but I had love.”

WOMEN HAD SO MANY ROLES in World War II, from serving on the front line as nurses to taking the place of men on the assembly lines. They were also the wives and sweethearts of the fighting men, and in that role they were the moral support back home and the reason many men said they were so determined to stay alive.

Jeanette Gagne Norton of suburban Minneapolis was just seventeen when she met Camille Gagne, a native of Quebec, as the war was getting under way. They had a six-month courtship and decided to marry in June 1942, because Camille knew his draft number was coming up. Jeanette became pregnant shortly after they were wed and he left for basic training that autumn.

Following basic, Camille volunteered for the 82nd Airborne, which meant additional training at Fort Benning, Georgia. He had hoped to get a furlough after Airborne training, but the Army wanted his unit to ship out immediately. He called Jeanette with the bad news shortly after she had gotten home from the hospital with their newborn son.

Jeanette said, “Tears welled up in my eyes. I said, ‘I guess you won’t be able to see our boy.’ And he says, ‘Well, I wish I could hear him cry.’ I had a little gold necklace on and just then the baby caught his finger in it and really started to cry. So I was glad Camille could leave knowing at least he’d heard his son cry.”
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Raymond Russell Kelley, last picture in France, 1944
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Raymond Russell Kelley with Daphne Cavin, wartime
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The inscription on the back reads “I love you darling”

Camille had one other request of Jeanette. He said, “Whatever you do, don’t name him Camille.” Jeanette promised she wouldn’t. In Canada that name—Camille—wasn’t unusual for a boy, but in the States it was. Jeanette decided to call their boy Robert—Bob.

Jeanette had to grow up fast. Married, a mother, and her husband off to war—all of that happened before she was twenty. “When they placed that baby in my arms I changed from being a kind of giddy, goofy teenager to being a real responsible person. . . . It seems like I matured overnight.”

Her husband was going through his own maturation process. His outfit went from Fort Benning to North Africa for additional training, and then into battle in Sicily and Salerno. Camille was injured, although not seriously, when a landing went bad on one of his jumps, so he was sent to England for recuperation and was kept there to train for the D-Day invasion in the spring of 1944.

He wrote when he could, and Jeanette remembers the letters sometimes arriving five or six at a time. She shared them with the women at Honeywell in Minneapolis, where she had gone to work assembling automatic pilot instrumentation for warplanes. Her mother moved in to care for the baby when Jeanette got the job at Honeywell. “When I’d go to work I’d say I got a letter from my husband today and I’d share that. They’d say, ‘Yeah, I got one, too,’ and they’d share it. It was real close.”

Jeanette’s mother, however, was having a hard time keeping up with the newborn back home, so after about nine months they switched roles and Jeanette stayed home with the baby while her mother worked.

Still, she was an energetic young woman and spending all her time with a toddler was not easy, so she wrote Camille, asking his permission to attend the weekend dances at nearby Fort Snelling. As she recalls now, “He wrote back to say okay but just don’t get too interested in someone.”

Jeanette and two or three friends would ride out to the Fort Snelling armory in streetcars and dance the night away. “I would dance with just about every branch of the armed forces, I guess,” she recalls. “Of course some of the questions were ‘I guess you must get pretty lonesome,’ but I just said, ‘I’m married and I have a baby and I just enjoy being here dancing.’ It was fun, but it was hard because some of them were out of small towns for the first time and missing their families—so I felt like I was helping the war effort.”

Jeanette says Camille didn’t have anything to worry about. “I didn’t want to do anything to upset my marriage—and being where he was at the time, it wouldn’t have been right. I was so glad to have our son, because every time I looked at him it would be like part of my husband was there, especially when I’d hold him and hug him.”

Camille stayed in the thick of battle. He survived his D-Day experience, one of the lucky members of the 82nd Airborne to land near his objective, the village of Ste. Mère-Église, and not get killed or wounded. When his unit was returned to England following the Normandy operation Camille wrote to Jeanette, saying, “I’m going again; after Normandy I have one more battle and then I’ll be headed home.”

The objective was Nijmegen, on the border between Germany and Holland, a critical crossing of the Rhine River. The operation, under the direction of Britain’s Field Marshal Montgomery, was code-named Market Garden. In another unit of the 82nd Airborne, Thomas Broderick, the former Merchant Marine, was sent into battle at Arnhem. Camille jumped into battle September 19, 1944, and he was immediately in a ferocious fight for control of a bridge at Nijmegen. His outfit was greatly outnumbered, fighting against the well-fortified German forces, part of Hitler’s desperate attempt to counter the losses that began with the D-Day invasion.

BACK HOME, young Bob was just seventeen months old. Jeanette was home with him when there was a knock at the door. It was a Western Union man. Jeanette remembers every detail to this day. “He says, ‘Are you Mrs. Gagne? I have this telegram for you. Are you going to be okay?’ I said, ‘Oh, sure, I’m okay.’ When I opened it, I thought it would say ‘Your husband was wounded,’ but when it said, ‘We regret to inform you your husband was killed in action’—Oh, boy—I picked up our little boy and started crying real loud.”

The bridge at Nijmegen was captured by the Allied forces against great odds. The preeminent British military historian of World War II, John Keegan, called it “a brilliant success.” Camille Gagne was an important part of that success. Operating from a bombed-out building on the western bank of the Rhine and armed only with light weapons—bazookas and grenades—his squad kept the Germans from counterattacking across the bridge. Before reinforcements could arrive, the Germans rolled up one of their deadly 88mm guns and opened fire on Gagne’s position. He was killed instantly. He was awarded the Silver Star posthumously.
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Raymond Russell Kelley, notice of classification, September 8, 1942
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Children gathered at the grave of Raymond Russell Kelley, June 1997

It was presented to Jeanette in ceremonies at Fort Snelling. It was, she says, “a very sad, sad day. . . . Oh, boy, it was rough.” The Minneapolis Star and Tribune took a photograph of Jeanette with two-year-old Bob wearing the Silver Star won by his father—who had never seen him. It was the end of one life for this young woman and the beginning of another.

“My mother was working,” Jeanette remembers, “and I’d watch Bob play on the floor and I’d wonder what was going to happen to us. Would I ever marry again? I wondered if I’d find a man who would be good to my boy. I used to sit and wonder a lot what would happen to me.”

Her future was uncertain, but she was grateful for one thing: young Bob resembled his father so much she knew Camille would live on through him. When she met another man and fell in love a second time, they agreed he would not adopt Bob, so the Gagne family name could be continued.

Her second husband, William Norton, was the only real father Bob had ever known and he met the test of loving him as his own son. In fact, Jeanette says, Norton considered it an honor to raise the son of a World War II hero, and there was never any resentment when Camille’s name came up.

When Bob was a teenager he announced to his mother that one day he’d go visit his father’s grave in Holland. Jeanette didn’t think much about the promise since she was busy with her new life. She had three daughters with William Norton, and they led a happy existence in a Minneapolis suburb.

When Norton died of a heart attack in 1993 after forty-five years of marriage, Jeanette was, as she says now, alone with her thoughts and they took her back to World War II and Camille. By now Bob, an engineer with a major Twin Cities radio station, was also determined to fulfill his teenage pledge to visit his father’s final resting place.

His mother and stepfather had always kept his father in his life, reminding him of Camille’s birthday, discussing his heroism when news of World War II would come along. Bob decided it was time to somehow try to connect to the father he’d never known.
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Camille Gagne
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Jeanette Gagne, wartime portrait

When he arrived at the American cemetery in the village of Margraten, near Maastricht in the Netherlands, he was not prepared for the full impact on his emotions. As he says of his father, “Here was a young guy who basically had his whole life in front of him. He had a young wife in the States and a son he had never seen. He was in a strange country. But he continued to fight with valor for his country. Tears came. . . . Yeah, I did feel a kinship with him people would have a hard time understanding. But I feel closer to him than I would have otherwise.”

Bob brought back a videotape of his father’s headstone, the cemetery, and the chapel to share with his mother and his three stepsisters. It was an intensely emotional experience for all of them. The younger people felt an association with the values of their parents’ time and generation that might have eluded them before. Jeanette was reminded of her first love, the father of her first child, a man she knew for less than a year before he went off to war. The soldier-husband who gave her permission to attend weekend dances and told her in letters how he longed to be home and hold her and their son.

Now in her seventies, Jeanette remembers when the telegram came and her world came apart. She remembers how she worried that she could not love again. She did love again, of course, and gave birth to sisters for Bob. She enjoys her life in a senior citizens complex, reading Christian novels and crocheting, participating in communal dinners. It’s a far more serene time than those years between 1942 and 1945, when she was just a teenager and experiencing enough passion, joy, fear, and grief to be remembered for a lifetime.

DAPHNE CAVIN has a thick scrapbook from the World War II years. She calls it Lost Love Remembered. She discovered it a few years back, and it opened a torrent of memories, many of them difficult. But it also reminded her of a young man and a time in her life when she was certain they would be together forever.

She met Raymond Kelley in August 1941 at a Sunday-school party. “It seemed like there was some chemistry from the beginning,” she says. “I thought he was quite a handsome person.” The romance started quickly and by the following June they were married. Daphne was twenty-one and Raymond was nineteen. By November of 1942 he was off to basic training. They had been in love for a little more than a year.
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Jeanette Gagne Norton, receiving her husband’s posthumous Silver Star
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Jeanette Gagne Norton with baby Robert

Daphne kept busy as a beautician in their hometown of Lebanon, Indiana. Just as Jeanette Gagne was filling her days in Minneapolis with work and movies, Daphne and many other young war wives were doing the same. But there were the constant underlying anxieties. As Daphne says now, she didn’t want to tell her customers in the beauty shop about her fears for Raymond, who was fighting in France, because they all had husbands or brothers or boyfriends away for the war effort as well. “You were lonely in a crowd” is the way Daphne explains it.

She wrote to Raymond every day, and the postman made sure she received prompt delivery when a letter arrived from overseas. “He would bring my mail just inside the door at my shop and joke and chat with us.” In one of the letters, Daphne learned that Raymond had been wounded in Italy and was being treated. She didn’t know the full extent of the injuries but hoped he’d be shipped home. He wasn’t. He was patched up and sent back into action.

In June 1944 Raymond Kelley, twenty-two years old, was killed by a German artillery shell in France. Daphne was helping her sister clean her home when their mother and the family minister suddenly appeared at the front door. Daphne says, “I knew immediately what it was.” Daphne was in a daze. Her world changed instantly. The postman no longer stopped to chat and joke. Now he quietly slipped beneath the door of her beauty shop the returned letters she had written to Raymond.

She recalls, “In our little town, when you walked through, you would see stars in the windows. A blue star meant there was someone in the service. A silver star, you would know he had been sent overseas. A gold star meant you knew he wouldn’t be coming back. I had all three stars.”

Daphne decided she wouldn’t marry again, and she had to support herself, so she purchased her own beauty shop and named it Daphne Ray Beauty Salon after their two first names. She had a natural flair for business and a good head for numbers, so the beauty salon flourished, but her life was on hold. After about four years her mother encouraged her to become socially active again. Raymond’s mother, with whom she kept close ties, seconded the idea. Daphne agreed it was time to move on.

One of her clients had a son, Marvin Cavin, a veteran who had worked in Army hospitals during the war. They courted for a year or so, and then married and settled into a comfortable life on a farm in the middle of Indiana. They raised a family—two girls and twin boys—and over the years Daphne decided not to tell them much about Raymond, for fear it would hurt Marvin’s feelings. Her own memories of her first love began to fade.

Once the children were grown she went back to the hairstyling business; she renewed her license and learned the new fashions. Shortly after that, her work became more urgent. Marvin was diagnosed with terminal cancer. Daphne would once again know the heartbreak of losing a husband.

She also had to make a living, so she purchased her own beauty shop again, and when Marvin died, in the mid-seventies, she went back to work full-time. Daphne was surprised when Congress passed a law that made her eligible for Raymond’s military pension, even though she had remarried. She laughs now when she says, “I had two men taking care of me.”

Daphne continued her business until 1987, when she decided it was time to retire. Then, unexpectedly, her life took another turn back toward Raymond, her first love. Her sister found the scrapbook she had assembled during the war years. It was thick with memories and poignant reminders of Raymond.

Daphne had saved the wallet Raymond was carrying when he was killed. His driver’s license and Social Security card were in it. The scrapbook also preserved their wedding license, a photo of their wedding day, a scratchy recording of a message he sent to her before shipping out, the telegram notifying her of Raymond’s death, a letter from President Roosevelt expressing sympathy, and Raymond’s combat infantryman’s badge.

As the state of Indiana prepared to build a memorial to the Hoosiers who served in World War II, word of Daphne’s scrapbook reached The Indianapolis News and the paper featured her in a long story called “Lost Love Is Still a Comfort.” Daphne opened the scrapbook for a reporter, smiled, and said, “This is a love story.” Going on, she added that when her sister discovered the scrapbook, “It was hard for me . . . yet it opened up a lot of memories. . . . We put on a lot of false gaiety during the war.”

Raymond was buried in the Allied cemetery at Épinal, France, his grave marked with one of those white marble crosses. Daphne has not been there, but when a group of students from a nearby Indiana high school went to Europe as part of their French language training they visited the cemetery and found Raymond’s grave. They posed for pictures and brought them home for Daphne.

She’s added the pictures to the scrapbook’s final pages. There’s a powerful symbolism in the snapshot of a young Hoosier’s final resting place framed by innocent young teenagers from his home state. His death, and millions more, gave those Indiana teenagers the world they have today. In Daphne’s scrapbook there’s another equally compelling symbol of their relationship and his sacrifice. When he was killed, he was carrying a poem from Daphne entitled “When You Come Home.” The paper on which it is written is stained with the blood of his mortal wounds.

When You Come Home
When you come home once more to me,
It is unlikely, dear, that I shall be
Articulate; the words I’ve wanted so
To say, I’ll try in vain to speak, I know
I shall reach blindly for you, stricken dumb
With swift and aching joy when you have come,
Or if my tongue find utterance at all,
It will be commonplace and trivial.
But you will understand. And, oh, once more
I’ll feel your hand laid lightly on my hand
As was your wont, smoothing it again
And yet again. You’ll lift my face and then
We shall forget all else. You’ll hold me fast
When you come home, come home to me at last!

Raymond would not be coming home, of course. But Daphne keeps him in her heart. As she says, “He would be seventy-five now. He was twenty-two when he was killed, and that’s how I think of him.”

FAMOUS PEOPLE
One of my favorite pictures from the World War II era is of Jimmy Stewart standing with a group of ordinary young Americans, his right hand raised, being sworn into the Army Air Corps. It was everyone’s war, from the impoverished North Dakota farm kid to the Ivy League scion, the Hollywood star, the sons of the rich and powerful. Theodore Roosevelt Jr. landed in Normandy on D-Day. FDR’s boys were on duty in the South Pacific when their father died, and only Elliott was able to get home for the funeral. Jack Kennedy and his brother Joe were in uniform and in harm’s way.

Others we came to know later: George Bush, Richard Nixon, and Gerald Ford, all Navy officers, later presidents of the United States. Ben Bradlee, the most celebrated newspaper editor of his time, was another young naval officer in the Pacific. Art Buchwald, a foster child from the Bronx, joined the Marines at seventeen and emerged to become a universally beloved columnist. Johnny Carson, the master of the television medium, looked like a skinny twelve-year-old in his naval officer’s uniform. Julia Child, America’s favorite woman in the kitchen, was in the OSS. Byron “Whizzer” White, an All-America football player and Rhodes Scholar, was turned down by the Marines because he was color-blind but was accepted for the Naval Intelligence School. He met John Kennedy in England, and when Kennedy became president, White was his first appointment to the Supreme Court.

Kennedy was just one of scores of World War II veterans to enter the political arena. Their fame grew out of their place in the great public policy debates of their time and the offices they occupied.

The themes of war have long been the stuff of great literature, and once World War II ended, a new generation of American writers emerged. Some are still at work today. Norman Mailer, Kurt Vonnegut, William Styron, William Manchester, James Jones, Paul Fussell, Shelby Foote, and Joseph Heller all served in uniform during World War II.

So did Pierre Salinger, JFK’s press secretary and, later, ABC News correspondent. Al Neuharth, founder of USA Today, was a combat infantryman. Andy Rooney, of 60 Minutes, wrote for Stars and Stripes during the war.

William Webster has been a distinguished federal judge, the director of the FBI, and director of the Central Intelligence Agency. During the war he had an unremarkable time as a Navy lieutenant; he was not involved in combat, yet he credits the discipline and organizational skills he learned from the Navy with helping him when he took over the formidable job of reorganizing the FBI after the chaos of the Watergate years.

Cyrus Vance embodies the best of his generation as a private citizen and public servant. Vance, a small-town native of West Virginia who earned Ivy League credentials at Yale as an undergraduate and law student, was a junior officer in the Navy during World War II. He left the military in 1946, but in a manner of speaking, he’s never left the service of his country. Now in his seventies, he’s still at the top of any list when there’s a need for a skilled and tireless diplomat in trouble spots such as Bosnia or Africa. For more than half a century he has moved gracefully and effectively between congressional staff jobs, a thriving New York law practice, and as secretary of the Army during the John Kennedy administration, a major player on Lyndon Johnson’s diplomatic and national security team, and, for three years, Jimmy Carter’s secretary of state.

World War II, like the Civil War but so distinctly different in origin, locale, and time, was the common denominator and the defining experience in the lives of millions of young Americans, whatever their status before the first shots were fired. Later accomplishments, however grand or notorious, cannot diminish the place of their service in the war years.


GEORGE BUSH

“I learned about life.”

WORLD WAR II and the demands it made on all parts of the country was the quintessential American melting-pot experience. It was a great unifying force, requiring sacrifice and imposing new disciplines across the many layers of American society. In a way, America came to know itself better through this common experience.

George Bush was a child of privilege when the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor. His father had accumulated a fortune on Wall Street and was a member of the U.S. Senate. His mother presided over a large home in Greenwich, Connecticut; she sent her children off to the best private schools and camps in chauffeured limousines, but when they returned home she preached modesty and public responsibility.

So it was only natural that on the day he turned eighteen George Bush volunteered for the Navy. He didn’t wait for his draft number to be called. His father, the powerful senator Prescott Bush, didn’t attempt to arrange a safe job for his son in the War Department. George volunteered for a relatively new branch of the service, the Navy Air Corps. He wanted to be a combat pilot.

By now, after all of his years in public life, his combat experience is well known. There’s even a home movie of him being fished from the sea after his plane was shot down during a bombing run on a Japanese target. He rarely talks about the experience personally; he is more likely to recite his mother’s admonition “Don’t brag.” When he was running for president, he was asked what he thought about as he drifted in hostile seas after being shot down, and he answered in that clumsy but endearing way of his, “Oh, you know—the usual things, duty, honor, country.” As a political answer it was a groaner. Nonetheless, it was probably very close to the essence of George Bush.
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George Bush as a young officer

For a man who spent so much of his life in the public arena, President Bush was curiously inarticulate about those defining moments. He was battle-scarred in a way that the man he served as vice president, Ronald Reagan, was not; but next to Reagan, Bush always looked a little like the younger kid, wide-eyed with hero worship.

Even when invited to expand on his thoughts about how World War II shaped him, President Bush is a reluctant witness. Yes, of course, he considers his years as a Navy combat flier an important experience. He often thinks about the day he was shot down, but when he does, he’s more likely to think about his two buddies who were killed. Could he have done more to save them?

When he returned home and plunged into a college education at Yale, sharing very crowded quarters with his wife, Barbara, and other couples in a New Haven home hastily converted into an apartment building, Bush didn’t look back. He played varsity sports, got his degree, and headed west, to the oilfields of Texas and the opportunities they presented. Did combat make him more willing to take those kinds of risks?

“I do not believe my combat experience was in any way responsible for my coming to Texas,” he reflects now, adding, “The Navy sent us all over . . . so a move away from a home base was not so traumatic.” In that regard, George and Barbara Bush were like many young Americans in their postwar migration to other parts of the country. Kids from the Great Plains who joined the Navy returned to settle down hard by the sea in California. Young black veterans headed north to the good factory jobs in Detroit. World War II rearranged more than the political landscape of Europe and Asia; it was a major catalyst for the shifting population patterns of the United States in the fifties and sixties.

As for business, President Bush agrees that, yes, “both military training and experience were helpful to all of us as we tackled various businesses. Maybe, just maybe,” he concludes, “having taken risks in the service, we were less concerned about taking risks in business.”

Overall, however, responding to questions about his youthful trials in combat, President Bush likes to invoke what was drummed into him at home even before he enlisted: honor. As he says, his service in the war was “a duty, yes, but truly an honor.” He also feels strongly it was an obligation of citizenship that requires no additional reward. “What are we ‘owed’?” he asks. “Nothing. Not one damn thing.”

However, it is clear President Bush did gain something personally from the war that he would not have experienced if he had gone directly to Yale and then on to, say, a career on Wall Street or even a political career from his home in Connecticut. He saw the other side of life through the eyes and some very private thoughts of his comrades from other classes back home.

As an officer on a carrier, even though he was only nineteen or twenty at the time, one of Lieutenant Bush’s jobs was to read the mail of the enlisted men before it went out so no sensitive military information would be inadvertently compromised. As Bush recalls, “As I did my duty and read the other guys’ mail, I learned about life—about true love, about heartbreak, about fear and courage, about the diversity of our great country. The sailors would ask about the harvest or fishing or the heat in the cities.” Bush goes on, “When I would see a man whose letter I had censored, I would look at him differently, look at him with more understanding. I gained an insight into the lives of my shipmates, and I felt richer.”

As a young man at the controls of a TBM Avenger, flying off carrier decks, dropping torpedoes on enemy targets, and getting back safely, Bush was a long way from those days of privilege in Greenwich. What he learned went well beyond his own involvement, however. He remembers vividly standing on the carrier deck when another plane made a bad landing. As the pilot tried to take off again, the plane veered out of control and its propeller cut a crew member in half. As Bush stood there, stunned, staring at a severed leg, a salty chief petty officer “rallied the shocked sailors. ‘God-damnit, get back to work. Swab the deck, clear the deck, get ready for the next plane.’ ” More than fifty years later that Navy chief stands out in the mind of President Bush as a man who, under great adversity, took charge, rallied the men, got the job done—did his duty.
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George Bush as a Navy pilot
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Fort Lauderdale Naval Air Station, July 1943, Flight 44: (top row) Bill Donovan, Ralph Cole, Mort Landsburg, George Bush, Louis Grab; (bottom row) Mike Goldsmith, Leslie Mokry, Bill Shawcross, Tom Campion, Tex Ellison
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George Bush, in his plane Barbara III

By his own admission George Bush is not a reflective man. It may have to do with his mother’s constant counsel not to draw attention to yourself. Work well done and a life lived honorably were reward enough. As a former congressman, ambassador to the United Nations, director of the Central Intelligence Agency, vice president, and then president of the United States, George Bush represents an unequaled record of public service within his generation.

He insists he is owed nothing. In fact, he believes that World War II was such an overwhelming threat that those who served did so out of an obligation that should not require special treatment forevermore. He believes some veterans’ organizations are wrong to keep asking for more and more benefits. As he says, “Serving in World War II, I was a tiny part of something noble.”
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George Bush, presidential portrait
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Ben Bradlee

BEN BRADLEE
“It separates those of us who were in the war from those who never had that kind of experience.”

BEN BRADLEE, the son of a prominent Massachusetts family, was a Greek major at Harvard when war broke out. Eager to become involved, he made arrangements to fulfill his degree requirements in an abbreviated time so he could get into uniform. In his bestselling autobiography, A Good Life, he describes August 8, 1942, as a “day that has defined hectic for me forever.” I should think so. He was awarded his Harvard degree at ten in the morning, commissioned as a Lieutenant, J.G., in the U.S. Navy at noon, and married that evening in a small chapel across from the Boston Common to the daughter of one of Massachusetts’s most prominent families.

No doubt other young men across the country were undergoing similarly life-changing days that summer, but few could match the Harvard degree—Navy commission—society wedding trifecta of Benjamin Crowninshield Bradlee. It was a portent of the life he was to lead for the rest of the century.

Bradlee was assigned to a destroyer, the Phillip, in the South Pacific. He was in the middle of the action in what is called “The Slot,” a stretch of water bisecting the Solomon Islands, islands that were bloody killing grounds for the U.S. Marines. It was in The Slot that the fight for control of the seas between the U.S. Navy and the Japanese Navy was both critical and ferocious.

It was there that Ben Bradlee, who had been tutored in French as a child and sent only to the best schools, began to learn about the real meaning of personal responsibility. “I remember,” he says, “the first day I was made officer of the bridge. I was twenty-one years old. I was in charge of the ship. I am driving this goddamn thing. It was a tremendous responsibility, and at twenty-one it was good to see what you could do.”

Bradlee was also able to see what others, those who lacked his pedigree, could do. He laughs and says, “They were all a guy named Joe with an unpronounceable last name. They could fix the radar, and you couldn’t. I learned a tremendous amount about how excellence had nothing to do with class.”

One long night off Saipan, Bradlee had a lesson in excellence and courage that sticks with him to this day. He was working in the ship’s command and control center, directing the shells the Phillip was booming toward the island. His partner on shore was an anonymous Marine forward observer. “Often when he hit his radio to talk,” Bradlee says, “we could hear the Japanese yelling in the background. They were that close to our guy.”

After hours of this harrowing duty, the forward observer said he could use a break, that he’d like to get off the island and out of danger for a while. Bradlee radioed right back: “ ‘Sure, we’ll come get you, give you a decent meal and a night’s sleep.’ My God, when he got onto our ship he looked about thirteen years old. He was tiny and so heroic. I get all excited even now thinking about it. We kept him for two nights, scrubbed him up and sent him back. I know I learned a lot from those experiences.”

What Bradlee learned, he says, is that there are no tests or psychological profiles that can compare to the experiences of war when it comes to determining what capabilities people have within them. “The war took the cockiness out of you. You couldn’t bullshit your way out the first time you were under fire.” It also gave this Greek major from Harvard an early lesson in what would become a defining characteristic of his personality. “I had not been a big leader before the war,” Bradlee acknowledges, “so the idea that you could persuade people to do things was awesome. Not only that you could, but that you had to—and it was fun and, my God, you were good at it.”

It also prompted Bradlee to think of a life outside the constraints of his establishment background. Before the war, Bradlee thought he’d probably wind up a stockbroker, working for a friend of his father, like so many of his peers. Then, World War II started and, in his words, “I had a sense of what was possible: how many different lives and professions were out there—how many exciting prospects in the world.”
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Ben and Jean Bradlee


[image: image]

Constance Bradlee, John La Farge, Jean and Ben Bradlee, 1945

In his own privileged way, Bradlee was as provincial as any enlisted man from a small town in West Texas. He’d known only one way of life, and suddenly he had options. Bradlee remembers that once the war was over he led group discussions on his ship about what the men would do next. “I remember,” he says, “people were interested in public service; teaching got a big call. We were determined not to make the mistakes of earlier generations. I was hustling journalism as a way of righting wrongs.”

Ironically, about that same time, another young naval officer in another part of the Pacific was thinking about his future. He was going home to California, where shortly after the war he got involved in politics. His name was Richard Nixon, and thirty years later he and Bradlee would be on a historic collision course. Bradlee’s vision of journalism as a means of righting wrongs was never truer or more important than when he was directing two young reporters, Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein, in their coverage of Watergate.

After a lifetime of achievement and adventure that includes three wives; four children; six years abroad (most of them in Paris as a Newsweek correspondent); a close personal friendship with his fellow Harvard graduate John F. Kennedy; the editorship of The Washington Post during Vietnam, the Pentagon Papers, Spiro Agnew, Watergate, and the fall of communism; his dazzling marriage to Sally Quinn and their large, comfortable homes in Georgetown, on the Chesapeake Bay, and in the Hamptons; Bradlee was a little surprised how vivid his recollections of the war were and how important they seemed to him in his seventies, when he was writing his autobiography.

Nonetheless, they remain stories and memories for his own satisfaction; he seldom shares them, not even with the two fellow officers from his destroyer, the Philip, who live in the Washington, D.C., area. As he was raising his children, three boys and a girl, Bradlee would occasionally bring up an experience from those days. When he did, the kids would say, “Uh-oh, here comes the Big Two.” Bradlee would like to go to a reunion of the men and officers of his ship, but he laughingly concedes that he hasn’t been to one because his wife, Sally, has no interest, even though she’s the daughter of a distinguished Army general.

It’s probably just as well. Bradlee’s life since those exciting days on the Philip has taken him to places and heights far removed from the lives of the other men on board. They shared a time and a place in their late teens and early twenties that could never be duplicated, and Bradlee has reserved a special corner of his memory for that distinctive experience. While a reunion might be fun, it’s hard to imagine it could add to the original experience.

There are times when Bradlee doesn’t hesitate to bring up the war years and the pride he has in his service record: when people question his patriotism, a not uncommon blasphemy leveled at journalists, especially one running the preeminent newspaper in the nation’s capital. As Bradlee puts it, using one of his many favorite profanities, “I have a special reaction to those who impugn my love of country, especially those f——s on the Hill.” But Bradlee also believes it gives him a special bond with people like Senator John McCain, the Arizona Republican, Naval Academy graduate, and POW in Vietnam.

He thinks of the experience of World War II as being as important to his life as overseeing the Watergate reporting when he was editor of The Washington Post. He says, “It separates those of us who were in the war from those who never had that kind of experience—the teamwork, the danger of dying, the self-confidence we gained. I don’t feel superior as a result of those days. I just know I learned a helluva lot from being there.”

He also believes this is true for almost everyone who served in the military, whether they saw combat or were heroes. “It wasn’t just about throwing grenades or jumping into the water to save someone’s ass,” he says. “God, my ship went from the coast of Massachusetts through the Panama Canal, forty days to Guadalcanal. When we started, I was the lowest cog in the machine. By the time we got there, I was really a part of something.”
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Art Buchwald, wartime portrait

ART BUCHWALD
“People are constantly amazed when I tell them I was a Marine.”

IT’S HARD TO IMAGINE a greater contrast to Ben Bradlee’s family, Harvard education, wartime service, dashing appearance, and general rakishness than his old friend Art Buchwald, the lovably teddy-bear humorist and columnist who may have been the most unlikely Marine in all of World War II. In his autobiography Leaving Home, he wrote with endearing candor, “People are constantly amazed when I tell them I was a Marine. For some reason, I don’t look like one—and I certainly don’t act like one. But I was, and according to God or the tradition of the Corps, I will always be a Marine.”

At seventeen, Buchwald was running from a troubled childhood and the heartbreak of a failed summer romance. He persuaded a street drunk to forge his father’s signature on the permission form needed to enlist in the Marine Corps. That he survived basic training on Parris Island was a minor miracle. He was always in a jam for his bumbling ways, terrorized by his drill instructor, Corporal Pete Bonardi of Elmhurst, Long Island.

Buchwald spent the war in the South Pacific, attached to a Marine ordnance outfit, loading ammunition onto the Marine Corsairs that were dueling with Japanese Zeroes in the skies over places like Guadalcanal, Okinawa, and Midway. He was on a tiny island called Engebi.

Buchwald was not much more competent on Engebi than he had been at Parris Island. Loading a large bomb onto a Corsair, he hit the wrong lever and it dropped onto the tarmac, sending his buddies scattering, convinced they were about to be blown up. Finally Buchwald’s sergeant assigned him to work on the squadron’s mimeographed newsletter and to drive a truck, reasoning he couldn’t do much harm to himself or others in those jobs. His sergeant told him later, “You had the ability to screw up a two-car funeral. Anything you touched ceased to function.”

He also learned more than he wanted to know about anti-Semitism. Many of the small-town boys he served with had never known a Jew, and they were quick to repeat the bigotry of their upbringing. Buchwald, much more a man of wit and words than fists, nonetheless found himself in numerous fights after some reference to a “kike” or “Christ-killer.” But then he decided it wasn’t worth all the anger and bruises, so he just responded “Stuff it” and walked away. Now, on reflection, he says, “I can’t maintain people picked on me just because I was Jewish. They picked on me because I was an asshole”—followed by that familiar Buchwald laugh.

Buchwald’s life after the war began at the University of Southern California, where he enrolled under the GI Bill even though he didn’t have a high school diploma. In the crush of veterans registering in 1946, the admissions office simply didn’t check. By the time he was found out, Buchwald was a fixture on campus and accepted as a special student.

At USC, Buchwald began to hone the gentle, mocking style of humor that would make him one of journalism’s best-known columnists and a high-priced public speaker. He wrote for the campus newspaper and a humor magazine. He was friendly on campus with Frank Gifford, the All-America football hero; David Wolper, later one of Hollywood’s most successful producers; and Pierre Cossette, who became the man behind the televised Grammy Awards. It was a fantasy come true for this funny little man from a succession of foster homes in New York.

His Walter Mitty life took an even more romantic turn when he learned the GI Bill was good in Paris as well as in the United States. Determined to become another Hemingway or Fitzgerald, Buchwald hitchhiked to New York and caught an old troop ship for France. He lived the life of an expatriate on the modest stipend the GI Bill provided him for classes at the Alliance Française, drinking Pernod late into the night in Montparnasse, stringing for Daily Variety back in the States, and hanging out with new friends who would later become famous writers: William Styron, Peter Matthiessen, James Baldwin, Mary McCarthy, Irwin Shaw, and Peter Stone. As he recounted in I’ll Always Have Paris, Buchwald loved the life. “We had come out of the war with great optimism,” he said. “It was a glorious period.”
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Art Buchwald

It became even more glorious when Buchwald talked himself into a job at the glamorous International Herald Tribune, the English-language newspaper that was distributed throughout Europe and served as a piece of home for American tourists. In 1949, just seven years after he’d been rejected by his summertime sweetheart and joined the Marines in a desperate attempt to find a new life, Art Buchwald had talked his way into one of the most sought-after jobs in journalism. “Paris After Dark,” Buchwald’s column, quickly became one of the most popular items in the paper, and it led to the byline humor column that made him the best-known American in Paris. He was the city’s most popular tourist guide for visiting stars such as Frank Sinatra, Humphrey Bogart, Lauren Bacall, and Audrey Hepburn.

His books became bestsellers, and when he came home, sixteen years later, he was an even bigger star in Washington, with his own table at the most popular restaurant in the capital and lecture fees now at five figures, often with a private plane for transportation. His was practically an uncle to the various Kennedy offspring. When he went to Redskins games, he sat in the owner’s box. He summered on Martha’s Vineyard with pals Katharine Graham, Mike Wallace, Bill Styron, and Walter Cronkite.

However glamorous his life had become, he never forgot he was a Marine. When Colin Powell was preparing to leave the military and enter civilian life, Buchwald offered to advise him on what lecture agencies would serve him best. Powell’s assistant called Buchwald, inviting him to lunch with the general at the Pentagon. Buchwald said, “Lunch? Don’t I get a parade? I was in the Marine Corps three and a half years and I never had a parade.” When Buchwald arrived at Powell’s office, the general said, “Follow me.” He took Buchwald into a large room where Powell had assembled fifty of his staff. As Buchwald entered, they all came to attention and gave him a salute. After all those years of people not believing he had been a Marine, Buchwald had a parade, with the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs at his side, in the Pentagon.

He laughs now when he thinks of how much attention he received from Marine brass once he moved to Washington. “They said I was a great Marine. I was a lousy Marine. But at the last Marine Ball I attended, colonels were coming up to have their pictures taken with me. I loved that.”

Buchwald’s feelings go well beyond the attention he gets at Marine ceremonies. “I had no father to speak of, no mother. I didn’t know what I was doing. Suddenly I’m in the Marines and it’s my family—someone cared about me, someone loved me. That’s what I still feel today.”

Despite his lovably rumpled appearance, Buchwald also maintains certain habits he learned at Parris Island. He keeps his personal effects neatly arranged, just as he did in his footlocker during basic training. His shoes are always shined to a high gloss. He always has an extra pair of socks, just as the Marines taught him.

During the Vietnam War, he was caught between conflicting emotions. He was against the war, yet when the Marine Corps asked him to record some radio commercials for their recruiting efforts he happily complied. He was flattered, in fact; after all, he was a Marine. He realized that his old loyalties and his current thinking were in conflict only when friends began to point out the inconsistencies of his behavior. He stopped recording the commercials.

Buchwald has written about his Marine Corps experience so often that fellow leathernecks often approach him to compare notes, inevitably saying, “You think your drill instructor was tough. Mine was the toughest in the Corps.” Buchwald never concedes. He knows Pete Bonardi was the toughest.

In 1965, Life magazine asked Buchwald to return to Parris Island for a week of basic training, to recall the old days. He agreed, if he could take along his old drill instructor, Pete Bonardi.

He found Bonardi working as a security guard at the World’s Fair in New York and arranged for him to get the time off work. Bonardi remembered Buchwald from basic training, saying, “I was sure you’d get killed,” adding warmly, “You were a real shitbird.”

In his book, Buchwald recalls that they had a nostalgic week at Parris Island and that nothing much had changed. He may have been famous, but he was still a klutz. On the obstacle course, Bonardi was still yelling things like “Twenty-five years ago I would have hung your testicles from that tree.” At the end of the week, they shook hands and parted friends.

A quarter century later, Buchwald received a call from a mutual friend telling him Bonardi was gravely ill with cancer. Buchwald telephoned his old drill instructor, whose voice was weak as he told Buchwald he didn’t think he could make this obstacle course.

In Leaving Home, Buchwald describes taking a photo from their Life layout and sending it to Bonardi with the inscription “To Pete Bonardi, who made a man out of me. I’ll never forget you.” Bonardi’s wife later told Buchwald that the old D.I. had put the picture up in his hospital room so everyone could read it.

Bonardi also had one final request. That autographed picture from the shitbird, the screw-up Marine he was sure would be killed, little Artie, the guy he called “Brooklyn” as he tried to make a leatherneck out of him? Corporal Bonardi, the toughest guy Buchwald ever met, asked that the picture be placed in his casket when he was buried.

I confess that I weep almost every time I read that account, for it so encapsulates the bonds within that generation that last a lifetime. For all of their differences, Art Buchwald and Pete Bonardi were joined in a noble cause and an elite corps, each in his own way enriching the life of the other. Their common ground went well beyond the obstacle course at Parris Island.

ANDY ROONEY
“For the first time I knew that any peace is not better than any war.”

ANDY ROONEY, the resident curmudgeon of 60 Minutes, might have difficulty with the sweep of my conclusion. Indeed, he’s challenged my premise that his was the greatest generation any society could hope to produce. He believes the character of the current generation is just as strong; it’s just that his generation had a Depression, World War II, and a Cold War against which to test their character. When I counter that his generation didn’t fumble those historic challenges, that they prevailed, often against great odds, and moved quietly to the next challenge, he listens but I am not persuaded I’ve won him over.

I wanted to talk to Rooney because his splendid book My War is a compelling personal account of his odyssey from a privileged background in Albany, New York, through a phase of pacificism as a student at Colgate, to his years as an adventurous sergeant working as a correspondent for the Army’s newspaper Stars and Stripes. Beyond Rooney’s book, one of the lasting impressions I have of the fiftieth anniversary of D-Day is Rooney’s reporting on the CBS Morning News. He had covered Normandy for Stars and Stripes, and a half century later he was back in Normandy, conveying to CBS viewers what it had been like during that muddy June in 1944. As he led the camera through the hedgerows where the fighting had been so fierce, he seemed to be walking and talking ever faster, trying to stay ahead of his emotions. He talked about the young American troops—just boys, really—who had such a terrible time there, about how so many died and how the fighting was at close quarters.
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Andy Rooney, wartime portrait

Rooney was drafted out of college at Colgate, where he played football and wrestled some after a comfortable upbringing and a private prep school education in Albany. His disdain for convention and authority, now so familiar to viewers of 60 Minutes, was already well established by the time he arrived at basic training with an infantry outfit.

Regimentation was not his favorite way of life. Besides, during college he had had an infatuation with journalism, so he applied to become a reporter with Stars and Stripes. This was the Army’s enterprising newspaper that kept troops in the field informed and entertained with dispatches from the front lines, gossip, and Bill Mauldin’s incomparable cartoons of the lives of the dogfaces, the combat infantrymen.

Rooney was a daring and resourceful young reporter, writing first about the exploits of the crews of the 8th Air Force flying B-17s and B-24s in bombing raids out of England, across the Channel, and into the heart of enemy territory. When he went on one of the raids for a firsthand account, his plane was shot up and Rooney helped save the life of a crew member. This incident got him a page 1 byline in Stars and Stripes and a glowing testimonial in his hometown newspaper, The Albany Times Union.

He went ashore at Normandy shortly after the invasion and stayed close to the advancing American infantry and armored units as they fought their way from hedgerow to hedgerow and village to village. He went into Paris with French forces the day the City of Light was liberated, finding himself beside Ernest Hemingway at one point as the remaining German forces tried to slow the entry with artillery fire.

For Rooney, August 25, 1944, the day Paris was liberated, “was the most dramatic I’d ever lived through.” When he returns to Paris even now, he rents a car and drives the same triumphal route. Rooney, who is not given to emotional gestures, says simply, “It thrills me still.”

He crossed the Rhine with the first American troops and unwittingly took a prisoner of war when a hapless German soldier insisted on surrendering. He still has the German’s pistol. He went to Buchenwald to see for himself what had been only rumors as the Americans advanced across Europe. When he arrived, he was stunned by what he encountered, and embarrassed. “I was ashamed of myself for ever having considered refusing to serve in the Army,” he wrote. “For the first time I knew that any peace is not better than any war.”

All the while, he was working alongside some of the most gifted names in journalism: Ernie Pyle, the peerless war correspondent who was later killed in the Pacific, the legendary Homer Bigart of The New York Times, and Edward R. Murrow, the godfather of broadcast journalism. One of his colleagues became a lifelong friend and a coworker at CBS News: Walter Cronkite, at the time a correspondent for United Press. As Rooney says now, “It was a three-year graduate course in journalism I couldn’t have duplicated in twenty years without the war.”

As you might expect, Rooney is not an emotional romantic about the war and what came later. He regularly gets in trouble with veterans of armored units for his caustic comments about the place of tanks in the war. He took a lot of flak from old bombardiers when he wrote that their job didn’t require much skill. He said they just dropped the bombs when they were told to and often they missed their targets.

Rooney is willing to take on the American Legion and the Veterans of Foreign Wars, pointing out that most veterans belong to neither organization. He says the Legion and the VFW expect too much. In Rooney’s view, the only veterans deserving of special treatment are those who were disabled or seriously wounded.

He figures about 90 percent of the men in uniform didn’t get anywhere near the fighting, so he doesn’t believe the country owes them anything extra. “I’m not sure I even like the word veteran,” he says.

That is not to say that Rooney is cold-hearted about the war and the men who fought on the front line or in the cockpits of the B-17s and B-24s on their daring and dangerous bombing raids. He relishes his own adventures across the European battlefields and, briefly, in India and China when it appeared the war would go on longer there. Obviously, Rooney’s wartime experience served him well once he returned home and turned to writing for a living.
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Oram “Bud” Hutton, Charles Kiley, Andy Rooney

His wartime experiences nurtured his youthful skepticism and disdain for authority, two of the refreshing characteristics of the Rooney voice on 60 Minutes and in his newspaper column. He says now he believes the U.S. Army was successful in part because officers and men weren’t afraid to question authority. “They often improvised, they came up with their own plan, they reacted to what was happening in the field instead of just blindly following orders like the Germans. That’s one of the reasons the Germans lost.”

Nonetheless, despite his challenges to the premise of this book and his inherent resistance to any thought on the sunny side of skepticism, I think Sergeant Rooney carries more of the war with him than he lets us know. He told me that when he returns to France now he always goes to Normandy, to drive the back roads between the hedgerows, taking a different route each time, remembering when he was there a long time ago.

In My War, Rooney describes how he has been to Omaha Beach and the nearby cemetery five times. “On each visit I’ve wept,” he writes. “It’s almost impossible to keep back the tears as you look across the rows of crosses and think of the boys under them who died that day. Even if you didn’t know anyone who died, the heart knows something the brain does not—and you weep.”

Exactly.

JULIA CHILD

“I didn’t have anything but an eagerness to help.”

ANOTHER FAMILIAR FIGURE on American television had the course of her life changed by World War II. More than anyone else, Julia Child brought the idea of French cuisine onto the American table through her television shows and her popular cookbook Mastering the Art of French Cooking. Anyone who has seen her on television, all six-foot-two of her, a formidable and commanding figure, may be surprised to learn that during the war she was a sort of spy. She worked for the Office of Strategic Services—the OSS—the precursor to the CIA.

It was an unlikely turn in the life of this product of a comfortable home in Pasadena, California, who after graduating from Smith College in 1934 worked in New York as an advertising copywriter. When the war started, she went to Washington and tried to enlist in the WAVES, the women’s branch of the Navy, but she was rejected because of her height. How that could have affected the duties of a WAVE is not clear.

She was so eager to serve that she signed up as a clerk typist, one of an army of women who came to the capital from across America to help with the daily mountains of paperwork generated by the war in those precomputer days. Child hated the job. It was drudgery. “All I did was type little white cards,” she says. “Finally, through some friends, I managed to get into the OSS.”

She quickly became a senior clerk, supervising forty people, securing office equipment, hiring other clerks, setting up office financial systems and security. This was a big step for her: “I had no training for anything whatsoever. In the mid-thirties a woman was expected to become a teacher or a housewife, take care of the children, and do the laundry. I didn’t have anything but an eagerness to help.”
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Julia Child, wartime


[image: image]

Julia Child

She also had ambition. She’d been a clerk about a year and a half when she heard the OSS was going to send people to the Far East. As she recalls, “I knew that someday I would get to Paris and Europe, but not to the Far East.” She signed up and, with a dozen other women from the home office, headed for the unknown in Asia.

They sailed on a troopship for India. Child says, “The trip was quite jolly. There were not very many women and lots of boys.” They arrived in Bombay just as another ship caught fire and drifted into a nearby ammunition ship, causing a tremendous explosion. Child was a long way from typing little white cards in a Washington office.

As it did for so many women, the war liberated Julia Child. Before going to work for the OSS and setting off for exotic locations, she had no plans for her life. “I wasn’t thinking in career terms,” she says. “There weren’t many careers to have. There wasn’t anything really open.”

If there had been no war, what would have become of Julia Child?

She’s in her late eighties now, but she hasn’t lost her sense of the plain thought. She answers, “Who knows? I might have ended up an alcoholic, since there wasn’t anything to do.”
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Gertrude B. Elion and George Hitchings, Tuckahoe, New York, 1948

GERTRUDE BELLE “TRUDY” ELION
“She’s improved the human condition. . . . Trudy was a role model for women but she was a role model for men, too.”

THE MANPOWER DEMANDS of the war effort created opportunities for women that were unexpected. For example, America’s scientific community, which was almost exclusively a male domain, was desperate for qualified people of either gender once the shooting got under way. Gertrude Belle “Trudy” Elion was a major beneficiary and, in the end, so were the rest of us.

She had graduated from high school at fifteen and college at nineteen, summa cum laude, with a major in chemistry. She had a goal: the death of her grandfather made her determined to find a cure for cancer. She went on to earn a master’s degree and set out to find laboratory work. It was a discouraging process. “They told me,” she said, “they didn’t want a woman in the lab. They said, ‘We think it would be a distraction.’ ”

Trudy refused to give up, but to earn a living she would have to teach high school chemistry. There were no other jobs for a woman with her credentials. Then came Pearl Harbor, and America was at war. More than a million men would go into uniform immediately, including many from the scientific laboratories of the country.

Trudy started getting calls from panicked personnel officers looking for someone with her credentials. Her first job was with the big supermarket chain A&P as a quality-control officer. “I tested the acidity of the pickles, the mold in the frozen strawberries; I checked the color of the egg yolk going into the mayonnaise. It wasn’t exactly what I had in mind but it was a step in the right direction.”

She got out of the egg yolk business and into what she wanted when Johnson & Johnson opened a small research laboratory. That lab didn’t survive, but it did give Trudy the opening she’d been waiting for: she was hired as a research assistant for the distinguished scientist Dr. George Hitchings at Burroughs Wellcome, the giant pharmaceutical company.

At the time Elion was hired, Hitchings was Burroughs Well-come’s lone biochemist, and he said later that even though Trudy didn’t have a PhD she was far and away the most knowledgeable and intelligent of the prospects. She was hired for fifty dollars a week. It was one of the most fortuitous pairings in the history of modern medical research.

Hitchings and Elion began a forty-year collaboration that was at once astonishingly prolific and inventive. Before he died a few years ago, Hitchings told the Los Angeles Times, “When we started, it was all trial and error. You’d develop a compound and then take some kind of target—usually a mouse—plug it in, and see what it did or didn’t do.” Hitchings and Elion began to rewrite the how-to manual for medical research.

Simply put, they developed a scientific rational approach to the problem of understanding how a disease affects the human body. They started with how cells reproduce in their various stages. The differences in what is called nucleic acid metabolism led Hitchings and Elion to develop a series of drugs that blocked the growth and reproduction of cancerous cells and other harmful organisms, without destroying the normal human cells. It is difficult to overstate the lasting impact of their new approach in medical research. It is at the heart of cancer and antiviral research today.

Over the years, they developed drugs that were effective in fighting childhood leukemia, the treatment of rheumatoid arthritis, gout, and kidney stones. Trudy’s research in the antiviral area also led to the development of the most effective treatment for herpesvirus infections. So the range of her work with Dr. Hitchings was impressive—from life-threatening diseases to socially embarrassing and physically painful cold sores. Moreover, their approach led to the development of the most effective early AIDS treatment, the drug AZT (azidothymidine).

As their joint projects broke through one scientific barrier after another they remained laboratory partners in every sense of the phrase. They shared credit equally, and they were jointly dedicated to the idea of work, work, work.

They stayed on at Burroughs Wellcome when it moved from New York to the Research Triangle in North Carolina outside of Raleigh–Durham in 1970. It was later bought by the British pharmaceutical giant, Glaxo. By then they were established stars and had a research staff of fifteen hundred. Trudy Elion was a department head and a mentor to a new generation of scientists, including many women.

Karen Brion, who now heads the department of virology at Glaxo Wellcome, says, “I learned so much from her because she was a leader—an excellent scientific mentor, and not just a role model for women. In one sense Trudy is atypical because she didn’t marry or have a family, but she made such a difference just by being a woman and showing she could assume the level of responsibility, be an effective manager and scientific leader, and have the credibility she does in the scientific world.”

Trudy gave up on the idea of marriage when her fiancé died in the early forties. That loss, she says, reinforced her devotion to science and research. Besides, she points out, it wasn’t “an option open to women with careers. If a woman got married, she was often fired; if she had a child, no question—out she’d go. There was no such thing as maternity leave.”

Trudy goes on to say, “I’m supposed to be a role model for girls. I don’t know about that. What I like to do is encourage young women, and I think I succeed at that. I do tell them you can have both [motherhood and a career], but not a hundred percent of both. You can have maybe eighty percent of each.”

For her part, Trudy created an extended family. She notes that her brother, Herbert, a physicist living in California, “had the foresight to have four children.” There are also the graduate students she advises at Duke University Medical School and all those scientists who have worked with her over the years.

One of them, Dr. Thomas Krenitsky, who now has his own pharmaceutical company, is in awe of Trudy. “You have to remember,” he says, “when Trudy and Hitchings and their team started working with nucleic acids [in cells], we didn’t have any idea they were the chemical basis for heredity—that discovery came ten years later. They were way ahead of their time.

“She’s improved the human condition. Before, if you had leukemia—tough, you died. If you had kidney stones, if you had gout, if you had herpes—tough, you suffered. Trudy was a role model for women but she was a role model for men, too.

“She and George were more than just brilliant scientists—they were humanists. They were interested in the human condition—they weren’t out just for themselves.”

In 1988 George Hitchings and Trudy Elion, a team born out of the manpower shortage of the war years, won the Nobel Prize for Medicine, but it was not the ultimate recognition for their work. They both have said their greatest gratification comes from people whose lives were saved or whose suffering was relieved because of their devotion to the use of science to help people.

Still, Trudy wonders. “I don’t know if I would ever have gotten into a research lab without the men being gone.” So it is one of the many ironies of World War II. It was a terrible time of great suffering that also produced, in its own way, one of the great humanitarian scientists of the second half of the twentieth century.

CHESTERFIELD SMITH

“No man is above the law.”

NO MAN is above the law.” That was the simple and direct opening of a statement issued by the new president of the American Bar Association on the Sunday after the infamous Saturday Night Massacre, when Richard Nixon fired the Watergate special prosecutor, Archibald Cox, prompting Attorney General Elliot Richardson and his number one assistant, William Ruckelshaus, to resign. Nixon’s ambush of Cox was a startling and deeply troubling event. It did seem that this nation of laws was in a precarious state given the desperation and the power of the man in the White House.

I remember standing on the White House lawn that night, participating in a White House special report, when my colleague the late John Chancellor remarked, with chilling effect, “There seems to be a whiff of the Gestapo in the air of the nation’s capital tonight.”

Chesterfield Smith, a gregarious and prosperous Florida barrister, had been president of the ABA for only a month when Nixon rattled the country and the legal establishment with his imperious action. Outwardly, Smith appeared to be the quintessential establishment lawyer. His entrepreneurial ways had turned his law firm into a powerful money machine in Florida. He was a Democrat, but he had voted for Nixon over McGovern. After serving as president of the Florida Bar Association and chairman of that state’s constitutional revision commission, he had risen to the presidency of the ABA in record time.
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Chesterfield Smith, Camp Phillips, Kansas, October 1943

Smith, however, was a leader in reforming the legal establishment. He was quick to recognize the greatly expanded enrollment of women in law schools in the late sixties and early seventies. He began recruiting them for his firm, reasoning, “It would be better to get a smart woman than a dumb man, right?” Smith grew up in the segregationist South, and yet he was among the first to recruit minorities for a mainstream firm. He installed pro bono legal work as a fixed part of the firm’s practice. In his unpaid role as chairman of the Florida constitutional revision commission, he took on what was called “the Pork Chop Gang,” canny legislators from sparsely populated north Florida who had controlled state politics for most of the twentieth century by beating back attempts to install one-man one-vote reforms. Smith won and helped make it possible for Florida to become a modern political state.

Smith believed so deeply that the law should always be viewed first as an instrument of public good and then as a means of making money that he refused to endorse his own firm’s largest client when the man was running for governor. One of Smith’s partner’s says, “We lost the client, but I guess Chesterfield just thought the other candidate was better.”

Nonetheless, it was a long journey for Chesterfield Smith, from an itinerant boyhood in central Florida to his role as the conscience of the nation’s leading legal organization on the weekend when the president of the United States, hunkered down in the White House, seemed to be sweeping aside the Constitution in his rage against his investigators. Curiously, Smith and Nixon had come of age in similar circumstances. They were two bright and ambitious men from families of modest means—one in Florida, the sunny land of promise on the southeast coast, the other in California, the warm-weather anchor of the West Coast. Smith and Nixon were both World War II veterans with law degrees. Each in his own way rose through the common and trying experiences of his generation to become prominent in his chosen field.

Smith says his father “had an up-and-down life.” He was a schoolteacher for a while, then ran an electrical appliance shop near the town of Arcadia when power first became available to the remote cattle ranches in central Florida. When Florida went through a boom-and-bust period in the twenties, Chesterfield’s father went out of business and on the road, looking for steady work. Eventually the family returned to Arcadia, where Smith finished high school at the top of his class without making much of an effort. He enrolled at the University of Florida as a prelaw student, but he’d stay only a semester at a time, dropping out to make money and raise a little hell. His childhood sweetheart, Vivian Parker, who was his wife for forty-three years before she died of cancer, was quoted as saying of Smith in those days, “He was just a poker-playing, crap-shooting boy who wouldn’t settle down.” Smith agrees that this is a fair and honest description.

By the time Smith was twenty, America had passed the Selective Service Act, and rather than wait to be drafted, Smith enlisted in the Florida National Guard, which was mobilized for active duty in November 1940. Smith finished his basic training in Florida and was then shipped out to Officer Candidate School at Fort Sill, Oklahoma, where he trained as an artillery officer. He became part of the new 94th Infantry Division, and after marrying Vivian Parker at Camp McClain in Mississippi, he was sent to join General George Patton’s 3rd Army in northern France about six weeks after D-Day. The poker-playing, crap-shooting boy from central Florida was in the thick of the war until the end, fighting across France and Belgium, participating in the Battle of the Bulge, then moving into Germany, the Ruhr Valley, and ultimately into Czechoslovakia.

By the time he was discharged, in the fall of 1945, he had been in the service sixty-one months, more than five years. He held the rank of major and had been awarded a Purple Heart and a Bronze Star. The circumstances of the wound that won him the Purple Heart are more dramatic than the injury. His outfit had paused along a major road en route to the Rhine River after the Battle of the Bulge. The men were out of their vehicles, resting, when suddenly never-before-seen airplanes appeared in the skies, the first jet fighters developed by the Germans.

Smith recalls, “They came roaring down the roads, strafing armored columns and people. I was one of the dummies. I remember being so amazed at seeing a jet plane I didn’t run, and my left shoulder got clipped by a machine-gun bullet. It didn’t hurt, but I did have to file a report, and that meant I got the Purple Heart. When VE Day came and they were sending people home on a point system, that little ol’ nick was worth ten points.”
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Chesterfield Smith, wartime portrait
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Chesterfield Smith, ABA president, 1973

When he did get home, Smith also had a new outlook on life. His wife said later, “Something happened to Chesterfield’s attitude in the war. I don’t know just what, but he was a serious man when he returned.” He had not given up all of his old ways, however. He won $4,000 playing craps on the twelve-day voyage home. When he added that to his $3,500 in saved military pay, he had a comfortable start for his postwar life.

Smith was eager to start anew. “The way I was going before the war, I don’t think I would ever have made it through law school,” he says. “But after the war I felt I had something invested in my country—five years of my life. I said to myself, Boy, you’ve got to settle down and make something of yourself, otherwise you ain’t ever going to ’mount to nothing.”

Smith applied his military discipline to his law-school and family schedules. “I was very regimented about my duties,” he remembers. “I worked from seven A.M. till noon.” Then, not completely forgoing his past, he played golf every afternoon, returning home around four o’clock to be with Vivian and their firstborn through dinner. In return for his golf time, he did the baby’s laundry; Vivian played bridge in the evening when Smith returned to his studies between nine o’clock and midnight. That was his schedule seven days a week. It paid off. Smith says, “I worked three hundred and sixty-five days a year and graduated in two years.”

“I was paid $115 a month under the GI Bill, and you could get by on that, but after about six months, when I got high grades, I became a student instructor and got another $90 a month. And we had almost $8,000 left over from the war—so we were doing fine. It was a methodical life, but we were men, not boys anymore.”

Smith graduated from law school with honors and was widely recognized as the class leader. He was a man in a hurry. “Hell,” he says, “here I was, almost thirty years old—I wanted to get that law license and get into a practice and make myself some money.” He returned to Arcadia, his hometown, and joined a small firm. Two years later he joined Holland, Bevis, and McRae, a larger firm in nearby Bartow. His new employers could not have known that hiring the handsome young veteran from Arcadia would change the destiny of their modest firm.

One of the firm’s leading clients worked with Smith shortly after he arrived in Bartow. He was impressed and went to the Holland, Bevis, and McRae partners with a message: “I’ve been your client for many years, but lately I’ve been dissatisfied. I like young Smith, however, and if you give him all of my work, well, I’ll stay with you. If not, I’m taking my business elsewhere.”

Smith was made a partner in record time. He was a primary force in getting the firm into the lucrative and growing business of representing central Florida’s phosphate industry; this proved to be a legal gold mine. At the same time, Smith was attracting a wide band of admirers. He was elected president of the Florida Bar Association, and that in turn led to his chairmanship of the state constitutional revision commission.

Simultaneously, Smith was becoming more involved with his profession through the American Bar Association. He met and became close to Lewis Powell of Virginia and Ruth Bader Ginsburg of New York, future justices on the U.S. Supreme Court. He says, “Powell appointed me to a committee called Availability of Legal Services. We made sure people who needed legal representation and didn’t know where to turn or couldn’t afford a lawyer, that those people could get a lawyer.” It was a radical idea at the time, but it changed the face of American law, leading to more pro bono work within established firms, legal ombudsmen, and the Legal Services Corporation.

Those were active years for Smith in his firm and in public service. He received no compensation for the sixteen months he directed the rewriting of Florida’s antiquated constitution. Besides establishing one-man one-vote, Smith installed provisions for periodic citizens’ review of the constitution and language that would make it impossible for a willful minority to amend the state’s fundamental laws for narrow, self-serving purposes. His law firm was thriving during Florida’s big-growth years, but Smith saw even more opportunity in a merger with a substantial Tampa firm, Knight, Jones, Whitaker, and Germany. The new firm became Holland and Knight, a veritable colossus of the law, one of the largest and most prosperous legal establishments in the country. It now has 734 lawyers in eighteen offices around the United States and in Mexico City.

In addition to its lucrative practice, Holland and Knight, under Smith’s sure hand, became a model of diversity. He is characteristically modest about his contributions. “It was the firm willing to do it,” he says. “I think the people at the firm learned that African Americans, that women, that Cubans, Israelis, Japanese, Koreans, could all make a contribution—not because of their race or gender but because they were smart and worked hard. Once we learned that, we didn’t have trouble with discrimination anymore. For example, I get a little more credit than I deserve for helping women. I was really kind to talented women. If they could help me, I could help them.”

One of those talented women is Martha Barnett, the first of her gender hired in the firm; she is now a partner in Holland and Knight. She remembers when Smith came back to the firm after his term as president of the ABA. He asked her to become his associate, to work solely with him. “It made all the difference in the world,” she says. “I was the first woman in the firm and there were some rocky times, but having Chesterfield select me . . . that was a statement to everyone that ‘I am going to make this work.’ He would introduce me to his colleagues around the country as his lawyer. That was a message that ‘This is a person I value.’ It gave me credentials.”

There’s another quality about Smith that Martha Barnett and others who know him volunteer, unprompted. “He’s the most gregarious person I’ve ever known,” Barnett says. “He invests his personal time and commitment to making people’s lives better. I don’t know how he finds the time. I am convinced he spends hours every day thinking of ways to make my life better. There are probably a thousand people who are convinced he spends his time trying to make their lives better.”

Bill McBride, now the managing partner of Holland and Knight, is one of Smith’s protégés. “I used to say that for the first two years I was with the firm I was convinced the first thing Chesterfield did every day while shaving was say, ‘What can I do for Bill McBride’s career today?’ The joke around here is that I’ll fire someone and they’ll hate me and hate the firm forever, but they’ll name their grandchildren after Chesterfield Smith.”

McBride grew up professionally at Smith’s side. They were in Chicago the weekend of the Saturday Night Massacre. “I was sort of his assistant—ran for Cokes, carried his briefcase, that sort of thing,” McBride says. “Mr. Smith, the morning after the Saturday Night Massacre, asked me if I wanted to join him at a Chicago Bears game. Of course all the talk that morning was about the events the night before.”

That talk went well beyond the Chicago headquarters of the American Bar Association, where Smith had been in office as president for only a month. In the nation’s newspapers, on the Washington talk shows—wherever people gathered—the stunning firings and resignations overwhelmed all other topics. Nixon and his staff were convinced they were well within their rights, that they could persuade the nation that Archibald Cox was a liberal Harvard lawyer bent on getting the president at all costs. It was a serious misreading of the public sentiment. I’ve always thought that that weekend was the moment when whatever public support Nixon had retained began inexorably to crumble. His actions seemed so desperate and self-serving that it was hard to believe he was acting only to preserve the integrity of the office.

Smith and McBride went to the game, the Bears against the Boston Patriots in Soldier Field, a world unto itself on autumn Sundays in Chicago, a place where Bears fans were single-minded about football, shutting out the rest of the world in their lusty cheers for “da Bears.”

Chesterfield Smith was in his seat, but his mind was on the events in Washington. Bill McBride watched his mentor closely. “You could tell his mind was somewhere else,” he recalls. “I think he said something like ‘I’ve decided what I’ve got to do.’ So we got up and left during the first half.” They went back to ABA headquarters and began gathering people. Smith was on the phone to prominent lawyers around the country, discussing the situation and describing what he was about to do. He wasn’t seeking consensus. McBride says, “He’d basically taken the position that the job was to be a spokesperson for what was right rather than what the establishment wanted. Most ABA presidents would have spent weeks debating that sort of thing. Not Mr. Smith.”

As Smith remembers that afternoon, “Lawyers—Republicans and Democrats—were calling me, saying, ‘What are you going to do?’I started drafting a statement I still like. It began, ‘No man is above the law.’ The next day it was on the front page of The New York Times and about eleven other major papers. We were the first large voice of a substantial organization that called for Nixon’s impeachment.”

Elliot Richardson, the attorney general who resigned rather than fire Cox, said later, “We, the people, at the end of the day had the final voice in what happened—we were given that voice by the leadership of the Bar, which itself was embodied in Chesterfield Smith.”

Smith then led the effort, through the ABA, to get an independent counsel to investigate Nixon. He became concerned, however, “when I learned that Leon Jaworski, a dear friend and a drinking buddy of mine, had gone to the White House and was to be appointed special prosecutor. I opposed it. Leon was a man I loved and cherished, but I believed that a special prosecutor should not be appointed by the man he’s investigating.”

In the end, of course, Smith’s drinking buddy did a superb job. He marshaled an airtight case against the man who had appointed him and took it to the Supreme Court. The Court ruled unanimously against the president’s arguments for executive privilege, and within a week Nixon was forced to resign.

Once his ABA term had run out, Smith returned to Florida and the demands of Holland and Knight. Ever the visionary, he expanded the firm’s practice nationally and internationally. He retired as chairman at age sixty-five, but he still goes to the office every morning, advises younger partners, deals with clients he’s had over the years, travels and gives speeches on the place of the law in modern society. Ron Olson, Warren Buffett’s lawyer and one of the nation’s top litigators, speaks for his generation of lawyers when he says, “Smith is the best president of the ABA we’ve ever had, period.”

Smith has not lost his passion for justice. He’s argued for gay and lesbian rights before the Florida Supreme Court, simply because he was persuaded it was the legally appropriate thing to do. He’s now active in a campaign to repeal the independent-counsel statute that he was so instrumental in establishing. “Despite its good intentions,” he says, “it has created an incentive for zealotry.”

His lifetime of good works and enterprise as a lawyer have earned him the nickname “Citizen Smith.” He attributes a great deal of his success to the lasting influences of his service during World War II. He remembers his poker-playing, crap-shooting days before the war, but what he remembers after the war is his determination to make something of himself. The war gave him a personal focus and an understanding of what was important in his life, his profession, and his country. He emerged from the service a fully formed man with a matchless passion for family, hard work, the irreducible strengths of a just society, and, most of all, his belief that no man is above the law.

In his Miami office, Smith has a memento of his military service. It’s a framed silk map of France, about two feet by a foot and a half. Smith says, “They allowed us to sew these inside our battle jackets so if we ever got lost we’d have a general idea of what France looks like. I never had to use it, but I wore it in the mud and the rain, I even slept in it. When I got home, my wife had it sent to the cleaners and framed for my office.” It’s a small, elegant reminder of another time and another place in the long, productive life of Chesterfield Smith. It’s also a reminder to him and to the thousands who have known him that Citizen Smith had a map but really never needed it. He always knew where he was and where he was going.
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Al Neuharth

AL NEUHARTH
“If you separate what you did right from what you did wrong, you can learn a helluva lot more from failure than from a big success.”
MAURICE “HANK” GREENBERG
“We don’t wait until the bridge is built and a couple of tanks go across. We want to be the bridge builders.”

IT’S CURRENTLY FASHIONABLE for celebrities to invoke a difficult childhood as a means of getting attention, attracting sympathy, or excusing outrageous behavior. In some instances, to be sure, the stories are authentic and troubling, but so many seem to be either exaggerated or inconsequential. In contrast, the World War II generation, with its roots in the Great Depression, is almost a case study in how to succeed despite a childhood of deprivation.

Consider Al Neuharth, the flamboyant founder and publisher of USA Today, and Maurice “Hank” Greenberg, one of the most powerful figures in American business, the tireless boss of an international insurance empire. Both men grew up in rural areas in poor families, and both lost their fathers at an early age.

Neuharth wears a large, gaudy ring signifying his role in changing the face, if not the nervous system, of American newspapers. He has reason to be proud of his vision. USA Today is now firmly fixed in the national consciousness, and its enterprising journalism is finally receiving the respect of competitors.

When USA Today was launched, there were cries of anguish from newspaper traditionalists. Neuharth was derided as a self-promoting maverick who lived to tweak journalism’s brahmins at The New York Times and The Washington Post. In fact, Neuharth didn’t shy from publicity, and he did relish his reputation as a rogue. And as president and CEO of Gannett, the highly profitable national chain of mostly smaller newspapers, he was confident of his place in publishing’s front ranks.

Neuharth dressed entirely in black and white. He traveled the world in a luxurious corporate jet outfitted with a private office and shower. He had a taste for white stretch limousines and large hotel suites. His oceanfront home in Florida is a sprawling compound he calls Pumpkin Center.

He now runs a news think tank called The Freedom Forum, which is richly endowed with hundreds of millions of dollars realized from the sale of Gannett stock and placed in a foundation once operated by the company. The Freedom Forum has well-appointed offices in Arlington, Virginia, and New York City, and Neuharth regularly leads tours to world capitals for the Forum trustees to discuss press practices.

It is a life well beyond his surroundings in December 1941, when he was the son of a single mother in the Great Plains hamlet of Alpena, South Dakota. His father had died in a farm accident when he was three, and it had been a hard life for young Al, his brother, and their mother. She took in sewing and laundry. The boys worked in the grocery store, for the butcher, and at the soda fountain. Between the three of them, in a good week, they made less than twenty dollars.

Al was always ambitious and self-confident. He thought he’d grow up to be rich and famous as a lawyer—after all, the one lawyer in town had the biggest house. When Al won a scholarship to a local state college he took prelaw courses, but he knew he’d be drafted soon, so in the fall of 1942, just before the end of the quarter, he enlisted in the Army, knowing the college would give him credit for the full term.

Al Neuharth was assigned to the 86th Infantry Division, trained in intelligence and reconnaissance in Texas and California, and shipped to Europe to join General George Patton’s 3rd Army racing toward Germany. He was involved in combat on several occasions and won the Bronze Star, which he now dismisses as a common decoration. “Hell, everyone got the Bronze Star,” he says. “More importantly, we all got the Combat Infantryman Badges, which I think we’re more proud of than anything.”

Neuharth returned to South Dakota following the war, and after marrying his high school sweetheart, he enrolled at the University of South Dakota. The prospect of spending seven years in pursuit of a law degree, however, was not very appealing: he was a young man in a hurry, and he’d already given up four years of his life to the military.

So, as he says, “What’s my next interest? Journalism, because of my high school newspaper work. What’s likely to be the easiest curriculum? Journalism was also at the top of that list.”

Neuharth breezed through the journalism courses at the university, and after graduation he persuaded a friend to join him in a newspaper startup, SoDak Sports, devoted almost entirely to high school athletics, a major interest in that rural state. They raised fifty thousand dollars, “begging, borrowing, and stealing” all they could, as Neuharth now says, laughing. After all, that was a lot of money in the early fifties, especially in a state just a few years out of the Great Depression.

They lost it all in just two years. The weekly newspaper was a big hit with the schoolboy athletes who could read their names in print every week, but when it came to advertising, the paper had a hard time competing with well-established local newspapers and the arrival of local television. Still, as Neuharth says, “I mismanaged it, but I learned the greatest lesson of my life. In the first place, I would not have taken that risk if I had not gone off to war and seen the world. I wanted to be a rich entrepreneur. I thought that because I was such a brilliant sportswriter . . . it would automatically mean the paper would be a success. I found out that wasn’t the way it works in business.”

Neuharth also learned, however, that “if you separate what you did right from what you did wrong, you can learn a helluva lot more from failure than from a big success.” So, with those lessons in mind, he and his wife packed everything they had into a small moving trailer and headed for Miami, where he had lined up a job at The Miami Herald.

It was there that he began his climb to the top.

Neuharth moved up fast. Not only was he a deft rewrite man and a resourceful reporter on the streets, but he was a cunning inside operator, working just as hard at sizing up his competition and currying favor with his boss as he did at getting the story. When he got the opportunity, he rarely fumbled.

Years later he titled his autobiography Confessions of an S.O.B. It was a how-to manual describing how he’d outwitted his co-workers, adversaries, and even, in some instances, his patrons. He also let his ex-wives and his son offer critical commentary on his style and personality.

He quickly rose from the lowest position in the Miami Herald newsroom to executive city editor to assistant managing editor, and then he moved on to the Detroit Free Press, because he’d been spotted as a comer by Jack Knight, the owner of the Knight newspaper chain.

Making his mark in Detroit but frustrated by the more conventional managers following in the footsteps of the dashing Knight, Neuharth was approached by Gannett, a chain of small-city newspapers. The rest, as they say, is history. He made a big impression when he launched a new newspaper in the Cape Canaveral area, where the space program was fueling a business and residential building boom as well as flights to the moon.

Before long he was expanding Gannett from a group of what even he called “shitkicker” newspapers into the largest chain in the country—and one of the most profitable. He dismissed critics who said his papers’ popular style and breezy look defiled journalistic tradition. That kind of talk played right to his anti-establishment genes.

Besides, no one could fault his personnel practices. Neuharth built a company on the reality, not just the promise, of equal opportunity. He had more blacks and women in senior management positions than any other comparable company. He attributes this to his World War II experience, and calls it his single greatest achievement during the fifteen years he ran Gannett. “I learned largely because of World War II . . . that the strongest possible organization is made up of decision makers who understand people. I used to say, ‘Our leadership should reflect our readership.’

“When I first went in the infantry, I met people from Brooklyn who talked funny and people from Texas who you couldn’t understand at all. I realized for the first time that the world is not made up of the white Germans and Scandinavians who settled my part of South Dakota. While it was a shock initially, I got to like it.”

It was also not a bad lesson for the man who forty years later started the country’s most successful all-purpose national newspaper, again to the jeers of traditional newspaper advocates. USA Today is now such a fixture in American life that it’s hard to remember when it wasn’t there. Although it still has its critics, it also has more than a million readers every day and some of the newspaper business’s most imaginative investigative reporting of domestic social issues.

Al Neuharth, the self-confessed S.O.B., was always bright and ambitious, so it’s likely he would have been a success in whatever field he chose, but his experiences as a combat infantryman taught him he could manage risks. He failed at some, but he always succeeded when the big risks were in play. There is no greater example of this than USA Today, in its way another unexpected dividend of World War II.

HANK GREENBERG is another titan of American business who started life with more brains and ambition than promise. He grew up poor on a farm in the Catskills, often getting up in the middle of the night to check his trap lines for mink and muskrat in hopes of making some extra change, then walking four and a half miles to school every day.

Greenberg dropped out of school at the age of seventeen to join the Army. He was assigned to the Signal Corps, and then, on June 6, 1944, he was attached to the U.S. Army Rangers storming Omaha Beach on D-Day. He fought from there across Europe to the end of the war, but it is next to impossible nowadays to get him to talk about what he went through. It simply is not the Greenberg way. He’s too busy moving on to his next objective.

In fact, when I tell his Wall Street friends and business journalists that Greenberg landed with the first wave on D-Day and was later recalled to serve in Korea, they’re astonished. Most of them have never heard him mention his wartime exploits.

Now in his mid-seventies, a billionaire, Greenberg will admit that he learned the importance of discipline, focus, and loyalty while in the service. When he emerged from World War II, he was determined to get an education and a job. First, he had to finish high school, and he was accepted at the Rhodes School, an elite private academy in midtown Manhattan. Greenberg remembers now that he lived more than thirty blocks away, in a room on West Twentieth Street that rented for nine dollars a week. “I walked to school rather than spend the ten cents on subway fares,” he says. “Now there’s an expensive men’s clothing store near where the school was located, and when I go in there I am reminded of the old days. That was a tough nine months for me; I almost went back in the service.”

In fact, Greenberg did stay in the Army reserves so that he could make extra money. So when he finished law school on the GI Bill, he was recalled, this time for service in Korea. He went back into uniform first as a lieutenant and then as a captain.

In Korea, Greenberg quickly earned a reputation as a highly effective defense lawyer for GI’s accused of stealing government property. “No one ever prosecuted officers accused of stealing,” he explains. “Why should the enlisted men be the only ones punished?”

It was in another legal capacity, however, that Greenberg had his most memorable—and educational—Korean experience. He was sent to Koje-do, a harsh island off the coast of Korea. It was a POW camp ostensibly run by the U.S. Army and the South Koreans, but the North Korean and Chinese prisoners had all but taken over. By night they were killing prison guards, including American soldiers, and holding kangaroo courts for prisoners who didn’t participate in the mutiny.

Greenberg says of Koje-do, “We could have been in the middle of hell.” He organized an investigation of the murders and managed to place informers among the ringleaders. It was a dangerous, deadly business. “Any one of the prisoners who didn’t cooperate with the ringleaders was thrown up against the fence and killed,” Greenberg says. It was anarchy of the most primitive kind, but eventually Greenberg’s investigation paid off with more than enough evidence to punish the guilty.

And yet, the trials never took place. Someone higher up put everything on hold because peace talks were about to get under way at Panmunjom, and the Chinese were threatening retaliation if there were prosecutions at Koje-do. Justice was set aside for other priorities. As Greenberg said later, “War brings out the worst in everyone; no matter how honorable you are . . . things happen that you feel ashamed of later on.”

He took from Koje-do a comprehension of how to deal with the Asian culture later in his life. “Our understanding of Asia at the time was very bad,” he says. “Americans viewed Asians as little brown brothers and as subhuman, and in return we were not loved.”

Greenberg came out of Korea determined to make his mark—and his fortune—in business, but he had no clear notion of what area suited him best. He got into the insurance industry by accident, but in typical Greenberg fashion. After rude treatment at the hands of the personnel officer of Continental Casualty Company, a large insurance concern, he accidentally ran into Continental’s president and raised hell about the treatment he’d received. He was hired on the spot.

His reputation as a tough, resourceful manager who was willing to take calculated risks and make them pay off soon attracted the attention of C. V. Starr, a flamboyant Californian who had established a worldwide insurance empire called American International Group—AIG. It was a privately held firm, and already a success by the time Greenberg arrived in 1960.

Now it is a colossus, and Hank Greenberg—nicknamed, by the way, after the famous Detroit Tigers slugger “Hammerin’ Hank” Greenberg—is only the second chief executive officer in the history of AIG, a far-flung insurance and financial-services company he has built into an $88 billion megapower around the world.

When Greenberg took AIG public, he made a fortune for himself, but he continues to run the company, as one observer put it, “like a one-man Lloyds of London.” He’s famous on Wall Street for his gutsy moves and penny-pinching ways, his demanding management style and his tireless personal schedule. Greenberg, calling on his military experience, has said, “We don’t wait until the bridge is built and a couple of tanks go across. We want to be the bridge builders.”

AIG insures oil platforms and drilling platforms, cargo ships and a subway system in Hong Kong, as well as a wide variety of industrial pollution risks—not exactly your run-of-the-mill home or car insurance business. It is a complex network, with more than three hundred subsidiaries, and Greenberg manages to keep track of all the layers.

One of his managers was not exaggerating when he said, “We’ll send a man in a dugout canoe up a river in the Philippines to sell some insurance.”

This former Catskills farm boy follows a physical regimen that would exhaust a man twenty years younger. He’s within a pound or two of his World War II weight, and he’s an expert skier, a tireless tennis player, and a nonstop traveler.

But then, he also personally does business in 130 companies around the world, including in China, where he’s on a first-name basis with the notoriously secretive Chinese leadership. He works hard at understanding the future of the Asian societies that were once mistreated, as he put it, as “little brown brothers.” He speaks knowingly of the financial and political culture in Indonesia, Singapore, and Malaysia, and then switches easily into a discussion of the Russian ruble.

What he does not talk about is his retirement, a subject of much speculation on Wall Street, where the analysts love his company but fear the repercussions if anything takes Hank Greenberg out of the captain’s chair. He’s likely to snap something like “I enjoy what I am doing. Besides, no one’s offered me another job.”

Hank Greenberg and Al Neuharth, two smart, ambitious, and demanding business entrepreneurs, built highly profitable empires a long way from their humble origins. While doing so, they never lost touch with the lessons of those earliest years, when they worked so hard for so little, when they volunteered for dangerous duty as they came of age and returned home with a new sense of the possibilities for their lives.

THE ARENA
“Let the word go forth from this time and place, to friend and foe alike, that the torch has been passed, to a new generation of Americans, born in this century, tempered by war, disciplined by a hard and bitter peace.”
—From John F. Kennedy’s inaugural speech, January 1961

Given the ambitions of his father and family, John Kennedy’s decision to pursue a public life was not wholly altruistic, but in his eloquent inaugural speech he gave voice to his generation on the issues of peace and war, and also on the importance of entering the arena beyond the battlefield. In the postwar years, politics was a noble calling and a natural extension of the lives of the men and women who had made so many sacrifices and learned so many lessons during the war. Their ideologies and their ambitions spanned a broad spectrum, but they came to the public arena determined to have their say in the future of the country and of the world.

Some, such as Wisconsin senator Joe McCarthy, a tail gunner in the Marine Corps during the war, emerged with a dark and twisted view of what was necessary to advance the cause of liberty. Others drew entirely different lessons from their common experiences. John Kennedy, the scion of a rich and powerful Boston family, a decorated Navy veteran, ran as a Democrat against Republican Richard Nixon, also a Navy veteran, the son of a poor Quaker family from California. Senators Barry Goldwater and George McGovern were both pilots from western states during the war, and when they landed in the U.S. Senate they were at opposite ends of the political field. Strom Thurmond and Ernest “Fritz” Hollings, both World War II veterans, represent the same state, South Carolina, in the U.S. Senate. They’re equally colorful and canny, politicians with Old South manners and rich accents, but one is a Republican and the other a Democrat.

From Eisenhower through George Bush, all but one American president was a veteran of World War II. The exception was Jimmy Carter, a Naval Academy graduate who was commissioned as an officer just as the war ended. From the fifties through the seventies, the halls of Congress were dominated by World War II veterans. Senator Paul Douglas of Illinois, a classic liberal, had been a lieutenant colonel in the Marine Corps. Senators Gaylord Nelson of Wisconsin, George McGovern of South Dakota, Edmund Muskie of Maine, Jacob Javits and Daniel Patrick Moynihan of NewYork, Warren Magnuson of Washington, George Smathers of Florida, John Tower of Texas, John Glenn of Ohio, Mark Hatfield of Oregon, Frank Church of Idaho—all World War II veterans.

State capitols were the fiefdoms of governors such as Orville Freeman in Minnesota, who still carried a prominent scar on his jaw from a gunshot wound he’d received while serving in the Marines. Governor John Connally of Texas saw considerable action in the Pacific with the Navy, but his most serious wounds came when he was riding in a limousine with fellow Navy veteran John Kennedy on November 22, 1963. William Scranton, governor of Pennsylvania, was a World War II pilot. Governor Harold Hughes of Iowa was an Army infantryman. George Wallace was a defiant symbol of segregation as governor of Alabama, but he had a notable combat record as a crewman on Army Air Corps bombers in the Pacific.

They came out of the same war to their political posts, but they were not in lockstep in their ideologies. Their varied views on social, diplomatic, and military questions were another affirmation of the independence and skepticism that Andy Rooney so admired when they were men in uniform. They emerged from the war with those qualities intact and reenforced. They took them to the political arena along with their hard-won understanding that the world is a large and complicated place, a personal self-confidence gained in the most trying circumstances, and their determination to influence the fate of their time.

They were immediately faced with a new war, a Cold War that would go on for forty years and threaten the entire world with nuclear destruction of a far greater magnitude than Hiroshima or Nagasaki. An ally turned foe, Joseph Stalin, had a voracious appetite for power and a nuclear arsenal to back it up. The day he died in 1953, a refugee from eastern Europe living in our South Dakota community said to my mother, “They’re stoking it up down below for old Joe today.”

Stalin had galvanized the West into forming a new military alliance, NATO. China under Mao Zedong and communism set off a wave of other fears, leading to another shooting war, this one on the Korean peninsula.

Then there were the unresolved issues at home, particularly of race and broader economic opportunity. There were great public-works projects to construct. The men and women of this generation moved from the problems of war to the problems of peace with alacrity. They were not always correct in their approach, but they were not intimidated. They also had a deeply personal understanding of the consequences of war as an instrument of national policy. They were the young men another generation of old men had sent to war. Now they had in their hands those same decisions for another generation of young Americans, this time in Vietnam.

The Vietnam War deeply divided not only the country but the World War II generation as well. The leading hawks and some of the most eloquent doves were from that generation. The new war also created a cultural schism. Those in political life who publicly supported the war effort while wrestling with private doubts had a visceral antipathy for the long hair, language, and flag-burning ways of the antiwar demonstrators. Then, too, they knew that in the working-class neighborhoods and on the farms, there were no deferments and little access to alternative service.

No two politicians symbolized the differences with greater clarity than two friends in the U.S. Senate, both members of the Republican party: Bob Dole of Russell, Kansas, and Mark Hatfield of Salem, Oregon. One the son of a small-town jack-of-all-trades, the other the son of a railroad blacksmith. One an infantry lieutenant, the other a Navy ensign.
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MARK HATFIELD
“I could almost feel the hate leaving me. It was almost a spiritual experience.”

SENATOR MARK HATFIELD of Oregon is a politician whose central political philosophy was defined by the interlocking experiences he had as a young man raised in a strongly religious family and by what he saw as a Navy ensign in the Pacific, particularly at Hiroshima. Consequently, he was always a unique member of the Republican party in the U.S. Congress. While other members of the GOP were aggressive defenders of American involvement in Vietnam, he was an early critic of that war. He also voted against his own Republican presidents, Reagan and Bush, when they sent American troops to Grenada and the Persian Gulf.

Hatfield, a teetotaler and devout member of the Baptist church, also split from his party on the issue of gun control and the death penalty, although he did support the antiabortion views of the vast majority of his fellow Republicans. Despite the differences on some of the major litmus tests of the GOP, Hatfield’s place in Oregon politics was always secure.

Following the war, he earned a master’s degree at Stanford and returned to his alma mater, Willamette University in Salem, Oregon, to teach political science and serve as dean of students. He served in the state legislature, as secretary of state, and in two terms as governor before winning the first of his four elections for senator in 1966.

Before Pearl Harbor, Hatfield said his family had been strongly isolationist, explaining, “My father had been in the Navy in World War I. . . . We were very patriotic . . . but you didn’t want to become cannon fodder for European wars. We thought we were protected by the oceans. Why should we get involved? Pearl Harbor changed all of that.”

Hatfield was a freshman at Willamette when Pearl Harbor was attacked. He immediately joined the Naval Reserve and accelerated his studies so he could be in training by the winter of 1943. He remembers it was a jolt to go from the mild winters of the Pacific Northwest to the harsher ones in upstate New York, where he trained to become first a midshipman and then an ensign, assigned to amphibious landing craft duty.

However, he was such a novice that when he was told to report to Coronado Beach, California, for assignment as a wave commander, he remembers his first reaction “was that I was going to do a lot of close-order drills for WAVES [the newly formed women’s branch of the Navy]. I found out that wasn’t the waves they were talking about. They meant ocean waves to hit the beaches in those flat-bottom boats.”

After additional training in Hawaii, Hatfield participated in the invasions of Iwo Jima and Okinawa, two of the most critical and costly battles of the war in the Pacific. As is often the case with veterans of combat, here members the comical and the tragic equally well.

Recalling the landings at Iwo Jima, he said, “Our boat was taking on water and we had to bail. We had two buckets. The first bucket load . . . they threw the bucket overboard with the water. . . . It wasn’t going to work with that bucket down in the water, so it just came to me, ‘Take off your helmets and use them—and hang on to them!’ It broke the tension and gave everyone an opportunity to laugh.”

There weren’t many other laughs on Iwo Jima or in Ensign Hatfield’s experience there, however. He was too busy making the runs from the mother ship to shore with fresh Marines, and returning with wounded Marines. The Navy maps failed to show that the approach to the landing zone was a steeply pitched beach, so many of the larger vessels were partially sunk or wrecked. That made maneuvering the small landing craft a tedious and even more hazardous affair.

It was a dangerous assignment that Hatfield repeated again and again, always aware that he could be killed at any moment, but like so many his age and in these conditions, he had what he remembers as a “certain feeling of fatalism. There is nothing you can do about it. You become oblivious to the death and wounds all around. You become a detached person, viewing it from a distance, even though it is going on right at your feet.”
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There was something else for Hatfield: his faith. “I was raised in a very strong Christian home,” he says. “I suppose that was also part of my armor, in the sense if I got hit, I knew where I was headed. I had confidence in my faith.”

Hatfield was on the beach at Iwo Jima the day one of the most symbolic acts of World War II occurred. He remembers, “One of the guys said, ‘Hey, look!’ At the top of the rock—Suribachi—we saw the American flag being raised. It was a thrilling moment. When we saw that flag go up it really did give us a sense of victory, even though we still fought on for some time.”

The future senator from Oregon had a close-up look at other momentous occasions in the Pacific war. After participating in the Okinawa invasion, his unit was sent to the Philippines to prepare for the invasion of Japan. When the United States dropped the atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, forcing Japan to surrender, Hatfield suddenly had an altogether different assignment: he was part of the fleet that accompanied Douglas MacArthur into Japan to begin the occupation.

“We sailed by the USS Missouri as the Japanese diplomats were going aboard to sign the terms of surrender. Quite a moment. MacArthur had instructed the Japanese to place a white sheet in front of every gun emplacement, so when we were coming into Tokyo Bay it was like a checkerboard on all sides of us. We would have been caught in a murderous cross fire in the invasion. It would have been terrible, terrible, invading Japan,” Hatfield concludes.

In September 1945, Hatfield had a one-day experience that would affect his life and his political behavior forever. “I was part of a crew of people that went into Hiroshima,” he says. “This was about a month after the bomb had been dropped. There was a smell to the city—and total silence. It was amazing to see the utter and indiscriminate devastation in every direction, and to think just one bomb had done it. We had no comprehension of the power of that bomb until then.”

Hatfield says as the American party sailed into the canals, Japanese parents and their children watched silently. “When we landed, the little kids saw we weren’t going to kill or shoot them, so they began to gather around. We realized they were very hungry, so we took our lunches and broke them up and gave them to as many kids as we could.”

In that moment, Hatfield came to realize something that stays with him to this day. “You learn to hate with a passion in wartime,” he says. “If you don’t kill your enemy, they’ll kill you. But sharing those sandwiches with the people who had been my enemy was sort of a therapy for me. I could almost feel my hate leaving me. It was almost a spiritual experience.”

When he made his way to the U.S. Senate, Hatfield brought with him not only what he calls “an unshakeable anti-nuke” philosophy, but also a firsthand understanding of what motivated Ho Chi Minh and his forces. In addition to seeing the flag raised on Iwo Jima, the USS Missouri when the surrender ceremonies were getting under way, and the devastation of Hiroshima, Hatfield saw a future battleground, Vietnam.

“We were sent to Haiphong to pick up Chinese nationalist troops and transport them to northern China, where they would fight the Communist forces of Mao Zedong.” In Vietnam, Hatfield visited Hanoi, where Ho Chi Minh, who had been an American ally against the Japanese, was organizing his forces for independence. “Seeing the terrible misery imposed on the Vietnamese people by the French affected my position on the Vietnam War from the very beginning,” Hatfield says. “I never could buy the idea that America somehow had a national interest out there, or was threatened.”

Hatfield became one of the most persistent and articulate opponents of the Vietnam War as soon as he was in the Senate, often joined by fellow World War II veteran Senator George McGovern of South Dakota, another product of a religious family who had learned to abhor war during his heroic service in the Army Air Corps. They were among the earliest congressional critics of the war, often mocked by conservative voices as being somehow soft on the question of how to face down communism.

At least McGovern had support within his own party. Hatfield was often alone within the GOP ranks, but it did not deter him. Simultaneously he devoted a good deal of his energies to checking the growth of nuclear weapons and power. “I was persuaded,” he says, “that the genie was out of the bottle, but somehow we had to try to put it back in. I devoted myself to stopping underground nuclear testing and controlling the military spending on nuclear weapons. Also, I was opposed to the use of nuclear power for electricity. That, to me, is the greatest environmental problem that we have.”

Through the years Hatfield remained a consistent foe of nuclear weapons and war in general. In addition to his persistent stand against Vietnam, one of the reasons he wound up on President Nixon’s infamous “enemies list,” Hatfield also opposed Ronald Reagan’s invasion of the tiny Caribbean island of Grenada, and he was even more critical of President Bush’s plan to go to war in the Persian Gulf. He says, “Why, I couldn’t believe the American people approved the . . . war in the Gulf. To me, it was nothing but an oil war.” Hatfield was one of just two Republicans to vote against approving Operation Desert Storm. He also criticized the dispatch of an American peacekeeping force to Bosnia, wondering aloud what American troops could do to reverse eight hundred years of history.

As time went on, Senator Hatfield was increasingly isolated within his own party, and not just because of his views on war and nuclear power. He had cast the vote that defeated the proposed amendment to the Constitution requiring a balanced federal budget. At the time he was chairman of the mighty Senate Appropriations Committee, so his negative vote was a powerful statement—and unacceptable to the class of aggressively conservative younger Republicans who had been elected to the Senate in the Republican Revolution. They wanted to strip him of his chairmanship or find some other way to punish him. Hatfield was astonished. He’d even offered to resign his seat rather than be forced to vote against his conscience. As Hatfield told The Washington Post, “I said what I would do from the beginning. I at no time got any indication that I was going to be chastised or disciplined for voting my conscience.”

Hatfield stood his ground and won the day, garnering praise primarily from older senators who recognized that instances of individual courage in their chamber were rare. But Hatfield also knew it was time to go, after four terms in the Senate. In his last election, his margin of victory had fallen after an embarrassing and surprising development. “St. Mark,” as he is sometimes called, had been formally rebuked by the Senate Ethics Committee for not reporting gifts and loans from friends and lobbyists. Now he was plainly much more out of step with his party on the issues that defined the GOP agenda in the nineties.

So in 1996, Mark Hatfield retired and returned to his beloved Oregon to teach and share in the benefits he had brought to his state during thirty years in the Senate. He left as he arrived, a man of strong, independent convictions and still a member of the Republican party, despite the changes in the DNA of the GOP in recent years.

Commenting on the Republican newcomers, Hatfield told a reporter, “There are those who think we should be of one mind. They feel, perhaps, that diversity in the party is a weakness, not a strength. I’m an Old Guard Republican. The founders of our party were for small business, education, cutting the military budget. That was our platform in 1856 and I think it’s still a darned good one.”

Some of the newer Republican senators, with their strict conservative dogmas, may never understand a man like Mark Hatfield, but then they’ve never shuttled Marines ashore under heavy fire at Iwo Jima or Okinawa. They’ve never looked out on the unworldly landscape of nuclear devastation and shared their lunch with a starving Japanese child.
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Bob Dole, platoon leader, 10th Mountain Division, December 1944 (Dole is in the third row, extreme left)

BOB DOLE
“I have a daily reminder of the war because of my disability. It changed my life.”

THE WARTIME EXPLOITS of Bob Dole are well known by now. He was a young lieutenant out of Kansas when he was gravely wounded as he led his squad from the 10th Mountain Division against a fortified German position in the Italian Alps. He almost died before he was evacuated to the United States for a long series of operations and excruciating therapy in what turned out to be the impossible task of completely saving the use of his right arm. The terrible wound came in a flash of enemy fire on an Italian hillside. The recovery took three years and three months in America, during which he almost died from infections and other complications.

For part of his recovery period he was in a hospital ward with two other wounded veterans, Daniel Inouye of Hawaii and Philip Hart of Michigan. Later the three friends would serve in the U.S. Senate at the same time. Although they represented different political philosophies, that common experience of the war and wounds was a bond that transcended partisan considerations.

Dole still remembers how Hart, whose injuries were not so grave, would leave the hospital to arrange baseball or concert tickets for the men’s rare nights out. “We’d talk about who was the worst off, when we were going to get out of that place, but then you’d look around and see someone who really had a problem.”

Dole’s experience in the war and the sacrifices of his working-class parents and friends from the small, hardscrabble town of Russell, Kansas, to help him recover from his injuries were appropriately familiar themes in his political career, especially in his campaign for president against Bill Clinton. It was always touching when this complex, proud man, so private and even abrupt when it came to other personal matters, talked about that time in his life, choking up as he described how his father, with so little means, struggled to make the train trip from Kansas to Chicago to see his badly injured son; how his mother, even though she hated smoking, held his cigarettes for him as he lay in a hospital bed, barely able to move either arm in the early going; how the people of Russell set up cigar boxes in businesses along Main Street and labeled them THE BOB DOLE FUND, raising eighteen hundred dollars for his medical fees, mostly through quarters and a half-dollars. One of his neighbors was as poor as the Doles, but he wanted to do something, so, the Senator remembers with an affectionate chuckle, “He brought me a duck. Couldn’t afford anything else, so he brought me a live duck!”

It may be difficult for current generations to understand just how much poverty there was across America, even after the war. Working-class families lived right on the margins with very little left over. They were used to it, as it had been that way since the beginning of the thirties, especially in rural America. Indeed, after the Depression, joining the Army was a step up for many Americans. Dole remembers, “It was a good deal; you got a good pair of boots, three meals a day, new clothing, a new rifle. It was the most many young Americans had ever had.”

One of Dole’s fellow Kansans, Walt Ehlers, who won the Congressional Medal of Honor as a sergeant with the Army’s 1st Infantry Division in Normandy, was a poor farm boy when he enlisted, and he still remembers the breakfasts at the Presidio, the Army base in San Francisco. “We had cereals on the table and they had bacon and eggs over easy . . . or whatever you wanted. That lasted for about three months!”

Senator Bob Kerrey, who won a Congressional Medal of Honor in Vietnam, has commented on the old black-and-white photographs of young men lined up for their draft physicals. “About half of them look as if they were malnourished or had rickets,” he said.

James DeVane grew up in rural North Carolina during the Depression. As a combat infantryman, he was captured by the Germans during the Battle of the Bulge and spent three harrowing months in a prisoner-of-war camp. Still, he believes what he and his family went through during the thirties was more difficult and more meaningful to his life. They lived in a simple log cabin, heated by coal and a wood stove, with no plumbing or electricity. DeVane carried a shotgun to school every morning so he could shoot game birds along the way for the kitchen table. His father raised pigs and goats and sold his catch of shad from the Cape Fear River. His mother organized local friends to gather mistletoe from the nearby woods and sell it to New York merchants. Together, DeVane’s parents managed to keep the family together, which so impressed their son that he’s able to say, “I know it was less stressful to fight as a soldier with only yourself or your squad to look after than it was to care for, feed, and raise children in the Depression.” DeVane, who now has a successful printing business, concludes, “We World War II infantrymen came from a background of heroes.”
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Bob Dole: 1961 freshman term
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Bob Dole: rehabilitation, 1946

Bob Dole wouldn’t argue with that. Although he has been gone from the neighborhoods and the economic constraints of Russell, Kansas, for a long time now, those early experiences still shape his attitudes. In his richly appointed office in Washington, D.C., he keeps a picture of his father dressed in his Key-brand overalls, explaining that that’s what his dad wore to work every day. For all of his power, celebrity, and prosperity, in his emotional makeup Dole isn’t that far removed from his Great Plains roots and formative experiences.

The financial deprivations of his childhood, however, were not enough to prepare him for the terrible price he paid in the war. Dole admits he was bitter at times, that he felt sorry for himself. Even now he occasionally goes back over the fateful day he was hit.

The assault had been delayed for a day because of the death of Franklin Roosevelt, the beloved president and commander in chief. Dole was greatly saddened by Roosevelt’s passing, but he sometimes wonders, “What if he hadn’t died that day? What if we had moved out on schedule? Would I have been wounded?”

After the war, when he fully understood that he would never be completely the same again, that he couldn’t turn back the clock, he decided to make up for lost time. By his own admission, he hadn’t been much of a student before the war. He had been a good-time fraternity boy at the University of Kansas. But his life had since been changed forever. He’d spent five years either in uniform or in hospitals, and as soon as he was able, he took advantage of the GI Bill and headed for the University of Arizona law school. There, the government provided him with a left-handed typewriter, a recording machine so he could take notes, and a car with a left-handed gearshift. As he says now, fifty years later and having spent an adult lifetime in politics, “Talk about a generous government.”

It did not, however, make Dole a champion of government-spending programs for other needs that were more social in character. He says the lesson of the GI Bill was that it provided self-reliance.

Dole was not particularly ideological when he was asked by both the Democrats and Republicans in his home county to run for Congress. He was pragmatic, however, figuring the Republicans gave him the best chance of success, so that’s where he wound up. He went from the U.S. House of Representatives to the U.S. Senate in 1969.

In his maiden speech in the Senate on April 14, 1969, Dole appealed for a presidential commission on people with disabilities. He described the disabled as a group no one joins by personal choice, saying “the requirements for membership are not based on age, sex, wealth, education, skin color . . . political party, power, or prestige. . . . It’s an exceptional group I joined on another April 14: 1945.”

It was the beginning of his personal crusade to make life easier for the more than forty million disabled Americans. By 1990 he had moved Congress to pass the Americans with Disabilities Act, a sweeping piece of legislation that mandated changes in public buildings, accommodations, and transportation to make it easier for the disabled to function in American society.

For Dole, it was his greatest legislative victory. Yet it was also a classic example of the two sides of Bob Dole. Although he was a champion of this federal directive that imposed on states and businesses rigid requirements that were costly and, in some cases, little used, he was also known for advocating a reduced role for the federal government.

On some issues Dole was much more single-minded. The Vietnam War was the most taxing time for him. He hated the flag-burning, noisy protests, the in-your-face lectures from long-haired students protected from the draft by deferments or influence. As chairman of the Republican National Committee under President Nixon, Dole made some very harsh speeches, all but accusing antiwar protesters and the news media of treason.

As President Gerald Ford’s running mate in 1976, Dole’s intolerant side would show through. In a famous moment, during a debate with his vice-presidential opponent, Walter Mondale, Dole blamed the Democrats for World War II. Later, in 1988, when he lost the New Hampshire primary to George Bush in the race for the Republican presidential nomination, I had both candidates on the air simultaneously. Bush, flush with victory, said he looked forward to seeing Dole at the next stop on the campaign trail. When I asked Dole if he had anything he wanted to say to Bush in return, Dole snarled, “Yeah, tell him to stop lying about my record.” It was a self-wounding act for Dole, and even he seemed to know it.

He’s much more mellow now, content to be an elder statesman. But looking back on his political career, he cannot forget those days when antiwar protestors would come to his office or show up at his speeches. This man who endured so much personal pain and whose life was so altered by his time in uniform can now recall thinking during those confrontations, Why am I sitting here all banged up for this ragtag operation? Is this what America is all about? Then, answering his own question, he says in that cryptic Dole style, “I guess that’s what it is all about—freedom. But sometimes it’s a stretch. I remember being glad when they were gone. Besides, kids are better now.”

As a product of his time and a proud but private man, Dole was an anchronistic candidate for president in the last election before the turn of a new century. He seemed to be playing by old rules and values as he made his way across the country, raising questions about Bill Clinton’s facile form of governing by asking, “Where’s the outrage?” He invoked his World War II experience and the lessons of his wounds repeatedly, but they were lessons lost on a new generation of voters who were barely aware of Vietnam.

The earlier flashes of dark rage that characterized his initial years on the national stage were gone, but the sharp humor, one of Dole’s most endearing characteristics, remained. It was Dole who once remarked that America had three living ex-presidents, “Jimmy Carter, Gerald Ford, and Richard Nixon.” Without missing a beat, he went on, “Speak No Evil, Hear No Evil—and Evil.” But as a man who wanted the presidency for himself, he simply could not win the hearts and minds of enough American voters.

In his campaign, however, there were moments that gave him a lift. He’d be on a stage somewhere, preparing to give another speech, another stop in a long campaign that simply could not get traction. He’d look out into the audience and lock eyes with a white-haired man or a group of them in their American Legion or Veterans of Foreign Wars caps, sometimes in windbreakers with their military units spelled out. They would nod quietly to one another, the candidate and the men of his generation who had been to war and back. It was a silent ritual played out hundreds of times across America, a valedictory salute between a generation and one of its own.

Bob Dole, the man from Russell, Kansas, who grew up in the basement of his family home so that his parents could rent out the upstairs, is now a prosperous elder statesman in Washington, often cited as a prospective intermediary in vexing political problems. He’s undertaken special presidential missions to Bosnia and Kosovo.

He’s also commander of a national campaign to build a World War II memorial in Washington, D.C. The $100 million fund-raising drive became the primary focus of his life following his loss to Bill Clinton in the 1996 presidential election. President Clinton unveiled the design for the memorial on the same day he awarded Dole the Presidential Medal of Freedom, the nation’s highest civilian award. Typically, Dole had a quip for the occasion, saying he had originally hoped to be there that day to accept the key to the front door of the White House.

Then, as he has in recent years, he became emotional as he talked about the meaning of World War II. Dole believes the memorial, which is to be located on the Mall at the Washington Monument end of the reflecting pool, is necessary to remind the world that just men and women can prevail. He wants it to be a backdrop for World War II’s unrealized ideals, a platform for America’s children to speak out for freedom, decency, and human democracy.

In his White House remarks that day, Dole was particularly eloquent. He said, “I’ve seen American soldiers bring hope and leave graves in every corner of the world. I’ve seen this nation overcome Depression and segregation and communism, turning back mortal threats to human freedom.”

He was describing his own life and the monumental legacy of his generation in a few well-crafted words. It was just a moment in the life of this complicated man from the Kansas prairie, his right arm dangling at his side, those dark and flashing eyes filled with emotion, but it was a moment to savor, for it represented the many sides of Bob Dole. Public servant, wounded veteran, proud patriot, elder statesman.

Dole, now in his sunset years, misses the action of the Senate, the urgency of public discourse and political maneuvering on the critical issues of the day, but he’s found a new calling in his determination to get the World War II memorial finished. He lives by the lessons he learned when he was bitter and recovering from his combat wounds. “For a while,” he says, “I subtracted five years from my life, but I caught up. People move on. That’s the way it is in America. Don’t just dwell on the past. Gotta look ahead.”

DANIEL INOUYE
“The one time the nation got together was World War II. We stood as one. We spoke as one. We clenched our fists as one.”

WHEN BOB DOLE of Russell, Kansas, got to know Danny Inouye of Honolulu in that rehabilitation hospital in Michigan after the war, they had a good deal in common for two young men from such distinctly different backgrounds. Both were trying to learn to live without the use of an arm as a result of combat wounds suffered as Army lieutenants in the mountains of Italy. As a result of their injuries, both were forced to give up dreams of becoming physicians after the war. They also shared a direct style of dealing with people and an ironic sense of humor.

However, Inouye’s route to that hospital took a few turns not imposed on the young man from Kansas. Inouye was a Japanese American, raised in Hawaii and named after the Methodist minister who had raised his orphaned mother. On December 7, 1941, Inouye, who was just seventeen, was preparing to attend church when he heard a hysterical local radio announcer exclaim that Pearl Harbor had been attacked.

He rushed outside the family home in Honolulu. In the distance he could see great volumes of smoke. “Then,” he remembers, “three planes flew over. They were gray with large red dots. The world came to an end for me. I was old enough to know nothing would be the same.” The land of his ancestors, the nation his grandfather had revered, had attacked the United States and, by extension, Danny Inouye, U.S. citizen.
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Daniel Inouye, wartime portrait

Young Inouye was enrolled in a Red Cross first-aid training program at the time, so he went directly to the harbor and began helping with the hundreds of casualties. In effect, he was in the war from the opening moments. He stayed on duty at the Red Cross medical aid facility for the next seven days.

In March 1942, the U.S. military repaid Inouye by declaring that all young men of Japanese ancestry would be designated 4-C, which meant “enemy alien,” unfit for service. Inouye says, “That really hit me. I considered myself patriotic, and to be told you could not put on a uniform, that was an insult. Thousands of us signed petitions, asking to be able to enlist.”

The Army decided to form an all–Japanese American unit, the 442nd Regimental Combat Team. Its shoulder patch was a coffin with a torch of liberty inside. The motto was “Go for Broke.” Before the war was over, the 442nd and its units would become the most heavily decorated single combat unit of its size in U.S. Army history: 8 Presidential Distinguished Unit Citations and 18,143 individual decorations including one Medal of Honor, 52 Distinguished Service Crosses, 560 Silver Stars and 28 Oak Leaf Clusters in lieu of a second Silver Star, 4,000 Bronze Stars and 1,200 Oak Leaf Clusters representing a second Bronze Star, and at least 9,486 Purple Hearts.

The regiment trained at Camp Shelby in Mississippi, and Inouye remembers that he and the other Nissei (second-generation Japanese American) soldiers didn’t know what to expect. “We’d only heard about the lynchings,” he says, “but to our surprise these people were very good to us. We were invited to weekend parties and picnics, and for the first time in my life I danced with a white girl.”

Back at the base, Inouye says, other troops were not as welcoming, but “the problems were minimal because they could see we had a whole regiment!” Besides, the treatment by Mississippi civilians, the famed Southern hospitality, gave the young men of the 442nd new confidence after their original classification as “enemy aliens.”

Inouye’s experience in Mississippi was a reflection of the racial schizophrenia loose in America. The Magnolia State was the epicenter of discrimination against black citizens, treating them as little more than paid slaves, and yet it made the extra effort for Japanese American soldiers at the same time the U.S. government was shipping their families off to internment camps.

Inouye and his buddies went from Mississippi directly into combat with the 5th Army in Italy. They were out to prove something. “I felt that there was a need for us to demonstrate that we were just as good as anybody else,” he says. “The price was bloody and expensive, but I felt we succeeded.”

After three months of heavy fighting in Italy, during which Inouye was promoted to sergeant for his outstanding traits as a patrol leader, the 442nd was called upon to perform one of the legendary feats of the war: rescue 140 members of a Texas outfit that had been caught in a German trap in the French Vosges Mountains. Another Texas division had tried and failed to get their fellow Lone Star Staters out, so the 442nd was sent in.

Inouye remembers, “We only had two thirds of our regiment after the Italian campaign. We had to fight hard for four straight days. We knew this was the test. We knew we were expendable. We knew it would have been unheard of to call on another regiment to rescue us. They were asking these brown soldiers to rescue these tall Texans. Our casualties exceeded eight hundred, but we rescued them.”

Inouye’s role was so impressive that he was awarded the Bronze Star and won a battlefield commission as a second lieutenant. The 442nd also won the admiration of commanders throughout the Army. “After that,” Inouye says, “we were in demand.”

They were sent back to Italy to continue the long, bloody battle for control of southern Europe. In the Po Valley, Lieutenant Inouye was leading an assault against heavily fortified German positions in the mountains when he was hit by a bullet that went through his abdomen and exited his back, barely missing his spine. He continued to charge, gravely wounded, making a one-man assault on a machine-gun nest that had his men pinned down. He threw two grenades before the Germans hit him with a rifle-launched grenade. His right arm was shattered. He pried a third grenade from his right hand and threw it with his left. He continued to fire with his automatic weapon, covering the withdrawal of his men. Finally, he was knocked out of action by another bullet in the leg, but by then the German position was neutralized. Twenty-five Germans were dead, and Inouye took eight as prisoners of war.
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Daniel Inouye, senatorial portrait

Inouye was awarded the Distinguished Service Cross for his gallantry, and many believe that if he had not been a Japanese American he would have won the Medal of Honor. He was shipped back to the United States to begin treatment for his extensive injuries, and it was in the hospital that he met Bob Dole.

As the two became friends, Dole often talked about getting a law degree and going into politics back home in Kansas, maybe running for Congress. Inouye thought that wasn’t a bad plan for the future and began to think about law school and politics as a possible career for himself.

He spent twenty months in hospitals before his discharge as a captain. On a layover in Oakland, California, on his way back to Hawaii, he decided he wanted to get, as he puts it, “all gussied up so when I got home Mama and Papa would see me in all my glory. I went into an Oakland barbershop—four empty chairs—and a barber comes up to me and wants to know if I’m Japanese. Keep in mind I’m in uniform with my medals and ribbons and a hook for an arm. I said, ‘Well, my father was born in Japan.’ The barber replied, ‘We don’t cut Jap hair.’ I was tempted to slash him with my hook, but then I thought about all the work the 442nd had done and I just said, ‘I feel sorry for you,’ and walked out. I went home without a haircut.”

Remembering the plans of his friend from Kansas, Inouye utilized the GI Bill to get a law degree from George Washington University. He returned to Hawaii and became active in local politics, serving as a prosecutor and in the territorial legislature before Hawaii became a state.

When Hawaii was admitted to the Union, Danny Inouye was a natural choice to become the state’s first congressman, and he was elected overwhelmingly. It was an arresting moment in the well of the House of Representatives when Sam Rayburn, the larger-than-life Speaker, intoned, “Raise your right hand and repeat after me . . .” Of course, the new congressman from Hawaii had no right hand. Danny Inouye raised his left and took the oath of office, the first U.S. representative from his state and the first Japanese American in Congress. As another congressman said later, “At that moment, a ton of prejudice slipped quietly to the floor of the House of Representatives.”

After just one term in the House, Inouye was elected to the Senate in 1962, and he’s been successfully reelected six times. He’s highly regarded on both sides of the aisle for his middle-of-the-road Democratic party principles and his measured, almost stately style. When a Washington Post reporter asked him how he reconciled his laid-back demeanor as a senator with his record as a fearless, hard-charging member of the 442nd, he answered with a shrug and a laugh: “I was young. I was eighteen, first time leaving Mama. I had no strings, no sweetheart.”

Inouye’s reputation for fairness has served him well on the Senate Watergate Committee investigating the Nixon White House and as chairman of the Senate committee that investigated the Iran-contra scandal during the Ronald Reagan administration. Former senator Lowell Weicker of Connecticut, a Republican and not an easy judge of other public figures, has said simply, “There is no finer man in the Senate.”

Inouye also knows how to make a point. He was a lead sponsor of the bill to get reparations for the Japanese American families interned during the war, and there were very few senators who could look at this quiet man with the Japanese surname, valorous military record, and empty right sleeve and vote no.

On another occasion, the Senate was considering a bill to place a limit of $25,000 on rewards “for pain and suffering” in product liability suits. It was a hot issue in the Senate Commerce Committee, where Republicans were determined to rein in corporate exposure in lawsuits. Then Senator Inouye spoke up, saying, “It’s easy for those who have not been the victims to set the caps.” End of argument. End of bill.

Daniel Inouye, “Danny” to all his fellow senators and his friends, has just finished his sixth term as a U.S. senator. In September 1998, he turned seventy-four. He was a teenager when he saw those Japanese planes, “with pilots that looked like me,” and knew that his world was changed forever. What he did not know at the time was how much he would shape the new world through his bravery and his commitment to public service and the end of discrimination.

What he does know now, as he looks back, is that this country has been divided at critical times in its past, during the Revolutionary War and the Civil War; but, as he says, “The one time the nation got together was World War II. We stood as one. We spoke as one. We clenched our fists as one, and that was a rare moment for all of us.”

CASPAR WEINBERGER

“Young man, you go where you’re sent in the Army.”

THE PUBLIC ARENA was not reserved only for those who ran for elective office. Some of the most distinguished and influential public servants to emerge from the World War II generation were men who moved easily in and out of the private sector to take assignments in public life. They are as well known now as their fellow veterans who chose elective office.

Caspar Weinberger is one of them. He was an important adviser to Ronald Reagan during Reagan’s first term as governor of California. He served in the Nixon administration, and when Reagan went to the White House, Weinberger went to the Pentagon as secretary of defense. That appointment was the apotheosis of a lifetime of deeply held conservative personal and political beliefs, a passion for public affairs, and the lessons learned by an eager young lieutenant in the U.S. Army during World War II.

Weinberger grew up as the bookish youngest son of a prosperous San Francisco couple. His father, a lawyer, was Jewish, and his mother was Episcopalian. Young Caspar was raised in his mother’s church, although his last name often subjected him to anti-Semitic insults.

The future defense secretary was so interested in public affairs that he subscribed to the Congressional Record before he reached high school, and he remembers his father telling him stories of the American constitutional convention at bedtime.
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Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger and Captain John A. Moriarty, commanding officer of the aircraft carrier USS John F. Kennedy, touring the ship during the International Naval Review celebrating the centennial of the Statue of Liberty

Weinberger went to Harvard in the autumn of 1934, but as a product of a California public high school he was not naturally a member of the inner circle at the venerable academy that, for many of its students, was the natural extension of their prep schools and family pedigrees.

However, Weinberger did find a place at Harvard. When he was not pursuing his studies in English literature and political science, he was a tireless worker at the Crimson, the school’s highly regarded student newspaper. Students of the contemporary Crimson may be surprised to learn that at the height of the New Deal and the first term of Franklin Roosevelt, the newspaper was very conservative, a perfect fit for young Weinberger.

When he was elected president of the Crimson, he found an outlet for his anti–FDR and anti–labor union views. He was an unapologetic, take-no-prisoners editorialist, firing off scathing memos to Crimson staff members who questioned his judgment and fairness. His position as president of the newspaper has been a point of pride his entire life.

Weinberger maintained his interest in journalism, later writing columns for California newspapers and, when he retired from politics, serving as a publisher and commentator for Forbes, the conservative business magazine.

Weinberger stayed at Harvard to get a law degree, and then, in August 1941, he enlisted in the Army. He was accepted for Officer Candidate School and shipped out to Australia as a second lieutenant. His training experience would later help shape his views as secretary of defense. “We were trained with wooden rifles and little blocks of wood painted to look like grenades,” he remembers. “We did little live fire, because there wasn’t enough ammunition.”

Weinberger was not one of those children of the Depression who saw the Army as a step up in their lifestyle, as Bob Dole did. As Weinberger puts it, “I had been very pampered and very carefully brought up. I have always been extremely ashamed of myself because I complained about the food at Harvard. When I got in the military, I saw that was really something to complain about.”

The future defense secretary also benefited, he believes, from having been both an enlisted man and an officer. Forty years later, when he ran the Pentagon, “it gave me a certain resolve to do something about two things: improve the food and the mail service, which are the two biggest factors in morale.”

In Australia, Weinberger also learned something about chain of command. He protested when he was pulled from an infantry outfit and assigned to intelligence on General Douglas MacArthur’s staff. “I wanted to stay with my division. They were on the eve of an invasion,” Weinberger says. “I was very gung ho . . . very much the crusader. I thought this was a just war.” When he appealed to a general who was running operations, he had a very short hearing. Weinberger says he was told, “Young man, you go where you’re sent in the Army.”

So Weinberger reported to MacArthur’s headquarters in Brisbane, where he was a very junior officer on the staff of the legendary general. Nonetheless, he saw enough to have a full appreciation of MacArthur’s brilliance. “I saw the plans for the invasion of Japan,” Weinberger says, “the breadth and scope of his military genius. With very few troops, a couple of understrength divisions, and some Australian militia forces, he accomplished an enormous amount in the Pacific.”

The young intelligence officer also learned directly from MacArthur something about judgment and decision making. Weinberger was on duty one night as the American forces were moving on a small island, lightly occupied by the Japanese, to take it for a radio base. Suddenly, there were reports of a Japanese ship and Japanese aircraft in the vicinity. Weinberger thought he’d better take this information directly to MacArthur. “So I walked the two blocks to his hotel,” Weinberger remembers. “I got through the various security and gave him the message. He came out in his bathrobe, looking just as erect and as imposing as he did in full uniform, that magnificent posture, deep voice. He looked the message over carefully and said, ‘Well, Lieutenant, what do you think?’ I said, ‘General, I think it’s a coincidence they’re there. They don’t seem to have hostile intent. I would go ahead with the landing.’ General MacArthur said, ‘That’s what I think, too. Good night.’ ” Weinberger walked back through the night to his post “in fear and trembling—to see if I was wrong or not. Fortunately, it worked out.”

.  .  .
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Caspar Weinberger, chairman, Forbes magazine

WEINBERGER came home from the war to a successful law practice in San Francisco and a continuing passion for conservative causes. He was elected to the California Assembly in 1952 and became active in California and national Republican party politics. In 1966 he worked for one of Ronald Reagan’s opponents in the Republican primary for governor. Later, however, he became a key adviser to Reagan on the state budget. When Reagan was elected president in 1980, one of his first appointments was Weinberger as secretary of defense. The former first lieutenant had moved to the top of the military chain of command. If Douglas MacArthur had still been alive, he’d have been reporting to Caspar Weinberger.

Weinberger immediately set out to repair what he believed was the damage inflicted on the military by the cutbacks of the Jimmy Carter presidency. He went on a military spending spree that lasted seven years and added up to a price tag just shy of $2 trillion. This was about much more than memories of wooden blocks painted as grenades and stick rifles when he was in basic training. Secretary Weinberger was on a crusade with his boss, President Reagan, to persuade the Soviet Union that it could not win and could not keep up.

He was—and remains to this day—the champion of the Strategic Defense Initiative, the so-called Star Wars defense against incoming missiles. It remains on the drawing board and in the laboratory, a high-tech and high-cost high concept that critics charge is merely provocative and is unreliable. Weinberger didn’t get Star Wars, but he did order up new aircraft carriers, strategic bombers, and weapons systems, and he oversaw the development of the cruise missile. Later questioned about the impact on federal budget deficits of this gusher of military spending, Weinberger told a Harvard audience that the deficit could be controlled if Congress cut back “on a lot of unnecessary domestic spending that has big constituencies.” By then it was fifty years since he’d been at Harvard, but the certainty of his views had not diminished.

Weinberger’s public career ended on a dark note when he was indicted by Lawrence Walsh, the independent counsel investigating the Iran-contra scandal. Walsh had concluded that Weinberger had lied to Congress when he denied knowledge of the plan to sell arms to Iran and use the proceeds to arm contra rebels fighting the leftist Sandinista government of Nicaragua. Walsh claimed that Weinberger’s own notes indicated that he did know, and that he was trying to protect President Reagan.

However, Weinberger never stood trial. In one of the closing acts of his presidency, George Bush gave the former defense secretary a full presidential pardon, describing him as a “true patriot.” The country, by then exhausted by the long, complicated investigation into Iran-contra, barely blinked at the news of the pardon. It was already anticipating the arrival of a new, young president in Washington, Bill Clinton.

Caspar Weinberger joined Forbes magazine as a publisher and, on the editorial page, found a new outlet for the conservative views that had defined his lifetime.
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Lloyd Cutler (right) with Henry Kaiser, a client and friend
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Lloyd Cutler

LLOYD CUTLER
“We live in a multilateral world. . . . It’s going to take a lot of public service.”

AT THE SAME TIME Caspar Weinberger was growing up in northern California, another bright young man, who would later typify the liberal intellectual in national affairs, was growing up in New York. Lloyd Cutler became the quintessential Washington lawyer of the old school, a courtly and scholarly man who was counsel to Presidents Carter and Clinton.

He always had promise. As a child he relished trips to his father’s law offices, where he would sit spellbound, listening to the tales of his father’s law partner, Fiorello La Guardia, then a congressman and later one of the most colorful mayors in New York’s history. It was young Lloyd’s first connection to the fields that would become his life: public affairs and the law.

He was a precocious student and graduated from high school at sixteen, enrolling first at New York University and then at Yale, where he earned his law degree. Cutler was the editor of the Yale Law Journal at the same time another future power in Washington was president of the Harvard Law Review. That was Philip L. Graham, later the husband of Katharine Graham, the man who shaped the modern Washington Post. Cutler remembers, “We were arrogant young kids. When Justice Cardozo of the Supreme Court died, we published a joint issue of the law journals and rejected an article by a Columbia University law professor as not being up to our standards, because he was Columbia and we were Harvard and Yale.”

Following graduation, Cutler went to work at the prestigious New York firm of Cravath, Swaine & Moore, but when Pearl Harbor was attacked he volunteered to take any job in Washington. He went to work for the Lend-Lease Administration, President Roosevelt’s ingenious way of getting to the embattled British the war material they so desperately needed. Cutler’s boss, Oscar Cox, was also the assistant solicitor general in the Justice Department, so Cutler was able to sharpen his courtroom skills as well as serve his country.

Cutler was involved in one of the more unusual episodes of the early months of the war. In the spring of 1942, eight Nazi saboteurs landed by submarine in Florida and Long Island, New York. Two of the Germans in New York decided to give themselves up, but first they wandered around for a few days before making their way to Washington, where they called the FBI. The FBI, using tips from the two defectors, quickly rounded up the other six invaders. But J. Edgar Hoover, the publicity-hungry director of the FBI, was so eager to claim credit that he announced the arrests before his agents could follow up and learn more about the network of friendly Germans the saboteurs had established in the United States.

At the time of this publicity stunt, Cutler was in a meeting with Hoover, Oscar Cox, and the secretary of war at the time, Henry Stimson. “Stimson was livid,” Cutler recalls, “about as angry as I have ever seen anyone.” It made no difference. Hoover continued to run the FBI just as he pleased, and he became so powerful that in subsequent years not even presidents would raise their voice to him, fearful of what files he may have had on their lives.

By 1944 Cutler was an enlisted man, in uniform and assigned to the Army’s Combat Engineers. He was at a Brooklyn embarkation center, headed for England and a role in the D-Day invasion, when he checked in with some friends at the Pentagon. They decided that he would be more valuable on their team, the Special Branch. The Special Branch members were the country’s intellectual elite, many of them low-ranking enlisted men in uniform, who were working on intelligence questions. Cutler was pulled out of Brooklyn and sent to the Pentagon. Later, he was told that the man who took his place was killed three days after D-Day when his jeep hit a land mine.

One of the primary missions of the Special Branch was to intercept and decode enemy messages. Cutler, who was reunited with his friend Phil Graham, was excited to be working with such a stimulating collection of former history professors, lawyers, and bankers, the best and the brightest the military could find for these critical assignments. More than a half century later, Cutler can still say, “Person for person, it was probably the most talented group I’ve ever worked with.” They’d intercept the messages, decode them, study them, and then prepare analyses for the president or the secretary of war (as that cabinet post was called in those days), giving the Allies a critical edge. Cutler says, “Sometimes we’d intercept, say, a Japanese response to the original message from Japanese commanders. It would say, ‘Please repeat, don’t understand.’ We were tempted to say, ‘We do. Here’s what you’re supposed to do.’ But of course we didn’t.”

In fact, when President Harry Truman made the decision to drop the atomic bomb on Japan, Cutler remembers, “We knew from the Japanese messages that they had authorized their ambassador in Moscow—remember, Russia was an American ally at the time—to open negotiations for a peace. The Russians never told us, but we knew. And when the time came to make the decision about the bomb . . . John McCloy, a senior man in the Special Branch, and Averell Harriman and others argued against it since Japan was ready to surrender anyway. They didn’t prevail.”

Having reflected on the decision all of these years, Cutler is now persuaded that it was probably the right decision to bomb Hiroshima, although he can’t support the idea of the second bomb at Nagasaki. He now believes that the first bomb—and the attendant terrible damage and death toll—“kept anyone else from using it. It became a deterrent. Otherwise, we might have used one on Hanoi, or Cuba—or against the Russians. And it would have done much more harm, setting off a nuclear exchange with the Russians.”

When the war was over, Cutler and some of his friends from the Lend-Lease Administration formed a Washington law firm, which eventually grew into the powerhouse Wilmer, Cutler & Pickering. During the sixties he was one of the founders of the Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights, a response to Attorney General Robert Kennedy’s call for lawyers to help with the problems exploding across the American South and in the inner cities.

Cutler remains particularly proud of that work, believing that the committee he helped form kept the rule of law during a time when others were pressing for military occupation of embattled areas. “Now,” he says, “we’re up to the hard part, which is how do you undo two hundred years of slavery . . . and how do you change the pattern of life in the inner city? That’s much more difficult.” Cutler doesn’t have a ready answer, but even though he’s now in his early eighties, he isn’t giving up.

He worries especially about attracting good people into the government, pointing out that anyone who volunteers for public service these days is considered to be “a fool or a knave.” Now that the end of the Cold War has diminished the public’s interest in foreign affairs, Cutler is concerned that “what we have left are . . . environmental threats, the terrorism threats, and the growth of third-world rogue states, which are much more complicated to deal with, and they don’t arouse much immediate concern.”

As a Roosevelt liberal, he’s also distressed that too many people think we got to where we are today without the help of the government. “We don’t simply take care of ourselves,” he says. “The country needs to be led. Think about all of the great multinational institutions that were created in the euphoria right after World War II: the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, the U.N., the European Union. Hardly anything has been created since then.

“We live in a multilateral world . . . but we have nothing to harmonize antitrust laws, tax laws, privacy laws . . . no international system to govern the information world. Those are very difficult things to do. It’s going to take a lot of public service, and it’s an open question whether we’re ready for it.”

GEORGE SHULTZ
“My sergeant handed me a rifle and said, ‘Treat it like your friend. Never point it at anyone unless you’re prepared to pull the trigger.’ That’s a very fundamental lesson.”
ARTHUR SCHLESINGER
“I am a short-term pessimist but a long-term optimist. I think some future crisis will rally the country and bring out new leaders. These are the cycles of history.”

TWO MEMBERS of the World War II generation who continue to be closely identified with their respective political parties appear to have little in common: George Shultz, a prominent and pragmatic cabinet officer in two Republican administrations, and Arthur Schlesinger, the keeper of the flame of the political philosophies of FDR and JFK, and one of America’s most honored historians.

Shultz and Schlesinger are rooted in similar traditions. They both grew up in comfortable circumstances in the Northeast. Schlesinger’s father was a prominent history professor. Shultz’s father had a PhD in history but made his career on Wall Street. As young men, Schlesinger and Shultz attended elite prep schools, and both went on to earn doctorates in their own disciplines and become professors at Ivy League schools. After, that, however, their lives and their interests diverged.

George Shultz was a varsity letterman in two sports at Princeton, basketball and football, while Arthur Schlesinger was an exceptional history student at Harvard, already beginning the studies of Andrew Jackson that would bring him the Pulitzer Prize before he was thirty years old.
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George P. Shultz, Palau Islands, South Pacific, 1944

When the war came, Schlesinger went to work first for the Office of War Information, a writers’group determined to provide the public with an inside, truthful account of the war effort, and then for the OSS.

Shultz, an economics major, was so eager to get involved that he first tried to join the Royal Air Force. His eyesight didn’t meet the exacting standards of the British, so he decided to join the Marines in the summer of 1942. One of the first lessons he learned as a lowly trainee stays with him to this day: “My sergeant handed me a rifle and said, ‘Treat it like your friend. Never point it at anyone unless you’re prepared to pull the trigger.’ That’s a very fundamental lesson.” Many years later, this lesson stayed with him when, as secretary of state, he was involved in U.S. policy decisions that involved much more than one rifle.

For his part, Arthur Schlesinger was also learning lessons that would stay with him forever, and would sharpen his thinking on the social issues that occupy him to this day. As a writer for the Office of War Information, he was sent to the South, where he was shocked by the depth of racial hatred he observed.

Schlesinger was on assignment to find out the truth about reports of excessive drinking around the southern military camps. He quickly learned that the rumors of out-of-control consumption by the soldiers were exaggerated, fueled in part by leftover Prohibitionists and the southern religious establishment. He was much more likely to be told that the real problem was “Negro,” although that was generally not the name used to describe the black Americans who were still being held in a form of bondage in the Deep South.

The wife of an Episcopal minister told him, “The Negroes were better off under slavery . . . they’re being stirred up by northern agitators.” She was absolutely sure of the existence of “Eleanor Clubs,” secret cells of black women inspired by Mrs. Roosevelt and determined to escape their lives as domestic workers. The minister’s wife said to Schlesinger, “Everyone in the South hates Mrs. Roosevelt.”

Schlesinger finished the war in uniform, attached to the OSS, with the enviable assignment of Paris. He found a room in Montmartre, the artists’area, and began a lifelong love affair with the city.

Shultz, who met his future wife, an Army nurse, on a stopover in Hawaii, returned to the United States after the war and enrolled at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology on the GI Bill. He married Helena “Obie” O’Brien in February 1946.

Schlesinger and Shultz, each in his own way, set off on postwar careers that reflected the patterns of the best of their generation. They had distinguished academic careers while maintaining close ties to the great public-policy questions of the day.

Shultz served on the Council of Economic Advisers during President Eisenhower’s administration. He left his post as dean of the University of Chicago School of Business to become President Nixon’s secretary of labor, then director of the Office of Management and Budget, and ultimately secretary of the treasury. Shultz’s reputation for toughness and fairness was reinforced when IRS computers kicked out President Nixon’s tax return for an audit. Shultz authorized the audit to proceed. The president was livid, but his treasury secretary didn’t back down.

He left the Nixon cabinet before the president was forced to resign, and became president of the Bechtel Corporation, the global construction powerhouse based in San Francisco. He returned to government as President Reagan’s second secretary of state (after Alexander Haig) and stayed in that post through the end of the Reagan era. Shultz was widely credited with siding with Nancy Reagan in urging the president to establish meaningful negotiations with the Soviet Union once Mikhail Gorbachev began the historic changes in the Communist empire.

Henry Kissinger once said of this former World War II Marine, “If I had to entrust the United States to one man, George Shultz would be my choice.”

Schlesinger became a Harvard professor after the war and resumed his prolific writing and teaching career. He was on Adlai Stevenson’s campaign staff in 1952 and 1956 and came to know a promising young Harvard graduate who had big ambitions in Massachusetts and national politics, John F. Kennedy. When Kennedy was elected president, Professor Schlesinger went to the White House as a special assistant.

Later, he won his second Pulitzer Prize for his account of the Kennedy years, A Thousand Days: John F. Kennedy in the White House. Schlesinger also wrote Robert Kennedy and His Times following the death of his friend. It won the National Book Award.
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George P. Shultz, as photographed for the jacket of his 1993 book, Turmoil and Triumph: My Years as Secretary of State
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Arthur Schlesinger, wartime portrait

THESE TWO MEN, both now in their eighties, continue to pursue their intellectual passions, and they maintain an avid interest in the world of politics they have moved in and out of with such grace and influence over the last half century.

They both remain long-term optimists. How could they not? They’ve been personal witnesses to and students of the Great Depression, World War II, the Cold War, the collapse of communism, and the rise of a global economy. They’ve worked closely with Presidents Eisenhower, Kennedy, Johnson, Nixon, and Reagan, all of whom had triumphs and failures.

Schlesinger, ever the historian, points out that the United States healed itself after the terrible wounds of the Civil War. Theodore Roosevelt, he says, energized the country at the turn of the twentieth century when there was no great international crisis to mobilize public opinion, just as Andrew Jackson had done in the early years of the nineteenth century. Schlesinger shares the belief of many veterans that the sacrifices of his generation, the defeat of communism, and the extraordinary rise of prosperity make it possible for the younger generations to turn away from domestic politics and international affairs. “I am a short-term pessimist but a long-term optimist,” he says. “I think some future crisis will rally the country and bring out new leaders. These are the cycles of history.”
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Ed Guthman as a young officer

ED GUTHMAN

“I was so glad to be home. God!”

MORE THAN fifty years later, Ed Guthman can still remember the palpable sense of relief he felt when he returned to Seattle after four years in the infantry, a lieutenant in the 85th Division, having fought his way through North Africa and Italy.

Ed had been wounded in Italy, and after a lengthy hospital stay he was reassigned to Stars and Stripes, the Army newspaper, an ideal transfer for the young Washington man who had worked summers at The Seattle Star before he was drafted.

So when he came home to Seattle he was able to reclaim his old job, starting out as a courthouse reporter. When the Star folded, he was picked up by The Seattle Times and went to work investigating the case of a University of Washington professor who had been accused by the Washington State Legislature Un-American Activities Committee of being a Communist sympathizer, a charge the professor vehemently denied.

The committee had promised to publicly resolve the conflicting claims but it failed to issue a report, and Guthman was assigned to the story. His editor, Russell McGrath, was an exacting boss, and when Guthman almost immediately turned up evidence to support the professor’s claim of innocence, McGrath told him to check some more before they published. Guthman had already learned that the professor was in Washington State the summer the committee claimed he was at a Communist training camp in New York. McGrath wanted more: check his whereabouts the summer before and the summer after, he instructed Guthman.

It never occurred to Guthman to question his editor’s measured approach. He says now, “I think it was my military training; he was my commander and I followed his orders.”

So Guthman dug some more and built a foolproof case: the professor was right, the committee was wrong. In fact, with just a little of editor McGrath’s passion for the facts, the committee investigators could have come quickly to the same conclusion.

Finally, McGrath was ready to publish Guthman’s story. It was complete, meticulous, and unassailable. The professor had his life back. The pernicious ways of the Un-American Activities Committee were exposed. And Guthman won a Pulitzer Prize.

To this day he credits his military training for the disciplined approach—after all, he had learned firsthand the advantages of two full years of training before his first combat. His war experience had also instilled in him a deep personal revulsion for tyranny in any form.

When he went on to become press secretary to Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy in the JFK administration, he was surrounded by many with the common experience of World War II and combat. On reflection, Guthman believes that shared experience helped everyone work as a team during crises, such as when the civil rights Freedom Riders’ bus was attacked in Alabama. He says, “We knew how to quickly mobilize the resources of the government to take care of those people; every one had a role and executed it.”

After his friend, now senator, Bobby Kennedy was assassinated, Guthman became national editor of the Los Angeles Times and, later, editorial-page editor of The Philadelphia Inquirer. He’s now a professor of journalism at the University of Southern California. In any accounting of the good guys of American journalism, Ed Guthman is on the front page. That’s how he’ll be remembered: as a thoughtful, compassionate, and resourceful journalist. Most of us who have known him all these years were completely unaware of his Army experience and his Purple Heart, but they are not incidental to him or his life’s work.

When his military service does come up, Ed prefers a story about his dean at the University of Washington. When Ed left the university to answer the draft in 1941, he had not completed his ROTC requirements so he was not awarded his degree. Two years later he was a lieutenant, leading an infantry platoon on a hilltop in Italy. A large package arrived from Dean Lauer at the university with a note of explanation: “Dear Ed, We think you’ve fulfilled your military obligation. Here’s your degree.”
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Ed Guthman

THE TWILIGHT OF THEIR LIVES

“You can’t pay in money for what they have done.”

As an impressionable adolescent in the postwar years, I spent hours going through Bill Mauldin’s book Up Front, his brilliant collection of drawings and thoughts on World War II’s enlisted men, officers, the people they liberated, and the enemy they fought. He was just twenty-two years old when “Willie and Joe,” his representations of American fighting men, first appeared. In his work, Mauldin shared with those on the front lines as well as those at home the hard truths and dark humor of life at war. As is so often the case with cartoons, Mauldin gave us the quick laugh and the lingering insight.

Recently, I read Up Front again. Initially I was pleased that I could recite from memory many of the cartoon captions; Mauldin’s work leaves a lasting impression. When I began to reread the text, I had an even deeper appreciation of Mauldin’s youthful genius. He’d put the book together near the end of the war, when he was just twenty-three. By then he was a sergeant, having entered the Army from the Arizona National Guard when he was eighteen. I can’t imagine that anyone knew the minds, the frustrations, the fears, and the dreams of the average combat infantryman better than Mauldin did.

As his cartoons reflected the truth of what it was like to be up front, his writing gave us a vision of the future. Here is what Mauldin wrote of the American soldier before the war ended:
They are very different now. Don’t let anybody tell you they aren’t. . . . You can’t pay in money for what they have done. They need people telling about them so they will be taken back into their civilian lives and given a chance to be themselves again.
There will be some good ones and some bad ones. But the vast majority of combat men are going to be no problem at all. They are so damned sick and tired of having their noses rubbed in the stinking war that their only ambition will be to forget it. They don’t need pity because you don’t pity brave men—men who are brave because they fight while they are scared to death.

Mauldin wrote those words more than half a century ago, even before the men headed home from the front lines, and it is as true today as it was then. They didn’t want pity and they did want to forget. Of course, they could not forget, especially those who’d seen combat. When they couldn’t erase the war from memory they simply confined it there, refusing to talk about it unless questioned, and then only reluctantly. That is why I think it’s so important for us to hear these stories now, to know what an exceptional time that was for so many and how much they sacrificed to give us the world we have today.

Those stories come to us in so many ways. The heroes, the authors, and the politicians are part of a fixed library of memoirs and accounts, but in the course of working on this book I have realized how many stories still remain unknown to the larger world, confined as they are to the memories of the veterans and their families, or to the recollections of the people at home who made their own unique contributions.

NOT ALL of the stories are heroic or tragic. Many are memorable for the small moments they recall, for a funny line.

When his father died, Steve Friedman, a longtime friend and colleague in television, called to reminisce about what a great guy and inspiration his dad, Sol Friedman, a World War II Army veteran, had been.

Sol Friedman came back from the war and opened a grocery business in Chicago. He worked hard and raised a quintessential Chicago family: they were all active in Mayor Daley’s political machine, devoted fans of the Chicago Cubs and the Bears, and lifelong residents of the same neighborhood. Sol Friedman sent his children to college, and Steve rose through the ranks of network television to become the executive producer of Today and NBC Nightly News before going to work for CBS.

Steve says, “My old man and his buddies were the best, when you think of all they got done. They were in the Combat Engineers in the Italian campaign, all the way through. Later, when I asked him if he was ever scared, Sol said, ‘I wasn’t thinking about the bullet with my name on it. It was the one marked “To Whom It May Concern” that worried me!’ ” Steve and I both laughed hard, recognizing Sol’s story as a perfect piece of Chicago street humor, carried to the war and back.

MY FRIEND Jack Hemingway, the firstborn of Ernest Hemingway, was raised in the tradition of his adventurous father, so it was only natural that when the war came along he’d be involved with the OSS. Jack also thought it was natural, when he parachuted into France behind enemy lines, to carry in his pack a tool of his favorite sport, a fly rod. When questioned about it before takeoff, he told a superior officer it was a radio antenna.

In his splendid book The Misadventures of a Fly-Fisherman: My Life With and Without Papa, Jack describes the few opportunities he had to use the fly rod in some lovely French streams before he was taken prisoner by the Germans. When I tell this story to other fishermen, they always seem to be more interested in the quality of the fishing than in Jack’s fate as a prisoner. He seems to understand.

GENE GLICK was a combat infantryman with the Army’s 45th Division and personifies to this day the “dogface” Bill Mauldin so loved: tough, smart, and capable of finding an enduring truth in the worst possible situation. Glick, an Indiana native, was fighting in Alsace-Lorraine during the big push toward Germany, late in the fall of 1944. He says, “I’ll never forget November eleventh, 1944, at eleven A.M. I dove into a slit trench. You dig a slit trench when you don’t have time to dig a foxhole. It’s about the size of your body—about two feet deep. There was a thin layer of ice. The shells were exploding all around. The ground shakes. You think that at any moment you’re going to be killed or maimed for life. I remember thinking, Wouldn’t it be wonderful if World War II ended the way World War I did—on November eleventh?”

It did not, of course. Gene Glick spent almost an hour facedown in the freezing water, with shells exploding all around him. He made a vow: “If I get out of this alive, anytime in the future, if it gets tough, I am going to remember November eleventh, 1944.”

Glick survived the shelling and returned from the war to start what turned out to be one of the most successful residential construction companies in the United States, the Gene B. Glick Company. He’s still on the job at the age of seventy-seven, although he’s always willing to take a moment to tell you about his four daughters and his grandchildren. He took them to France in 1995 and had his grandchildren pose next to the headstones at a World War II cemetery so that, in his words, they would be reminded of “the tragedy of men not learning to live together in peace.”

And what about that moment, November eleventh, eleven A.M., 1944? Gene Glick says that to this day, “It’s like a guiding star. When things don’t go right, when people disappoint me and projects don’t work out, I think, Hey, Glick, November eleventh, 1944. No problem!”

BILL MAULDIN didn’t know Mary Garber. She wasn’t a dogface. She wasn’t even in uniform. But in her own way, Mary Garber was changed by the war and by what came after. Moreover, what she did changed the world for so many of her gender.

She had a lifelong dream to be a newspaper sports reporter, but in the late thirties and early forties it was unheard of for a woman to cover sports—it was extremely difficult for a woman to be hired for anything except the society pages. That’s how she began at the Winston-Salem Journal in North Carolina. When the paper offered her the job as society editor, she says, “I didn’t want the job, but you had to get your foot in the door.” When nearly every man on the paper’s staff went off to the war, Mary finally had her chance to cover sports, but when the war ended, so did her dream-come-true. She was sent back to the society pages.

But Mary didn’t give up. She volunteered to cover the contests the men in the sports department were ignoring. In those postwar years in North Carolina, the black schools received virtually no attention, so Mary became their champion on the sports pages, covering their games. She reasoned, “The parents of black athletes are just as interested as white parents.”

The payoff came when a black policeman stopped her one day and said, “I don’t know if you know how much the middle-aged black men in our town admire and love you.”

As she quietly made her way as a woman in an all-male environment, she kept a particular eye on Jackie Robinson, who was then integrating Major League baseball. “I watched what he did,” she says. “He did his job, kept his mouth shut. That’s what I did.” Well, not always. When Duke University barred her from the press box during a football game because she was a woman, Mary went directly to her managing editor. In turn, he fired off a letter to all of the local colleges, warning that if the practice continued, there would be no coverage of their games.

Mary went on to integrate postgame interviews, another all-male club, and to set a national standard for women in sportswriting. She was so prolific and so highly regarded in sports-crazy North Carolina that she was inducted into the state’s athletic hall of fame, which also includes the legendary basketball coach Dean Smith and golfer Arnold Palmer.

Although officially retired for more than ten years, she still writes for the Winston-Salem Journal. To mark her forty years in sports-writing, a longer sports journalism career than any other woman in the nation, the paper published a front-page article on Mary and had it framed to hang on a wall next to the Journal’s Pulitzer Prize. On the back of the frame there is a note: “This is to hang here as long as the paper exists.”

Mary Garber’s career contributions are among the innumerable unexpected consequences of World War II, when the men went away and the women stepped in. For her part, Mary prefers that her legacy be measured by the comments of two young boys at a soap-box derby she was covering. Pointing to her, one of the boys said, “Who’s that?” The other answered, “That’s Mary Garber. If you do something, doesn’t matter who you are, she’ll write about you.”

WARTIME AMERICA was forced by necessity to confront its hypocrisy concerning equality under the law. The war started the country on the road to long-overdue changes that finally came in the sixties for women and blacks. Discrimination by gender and race remains an unresolved challenge in this society, but the World War II experience accelerated the solution in ways large and small.

Dr. Helen Strauss, who was named New Jersey’s psychologist of the year in 1997 for her longtime work with children and low-income families, was a WAVE during the war. She recalls Eleanor Roosevelt visiting her unit and observing, “I don’t see any Negro faces here.”

Shortly thereafter, two black women were assigned to Strauss’s department, and as she escorted one of them, making introductions, another white WAVE, with deep family roots in Virginia, deliberately picked up her compact and began powdering her nose, utterly ignoring the new arrival.

Dr. Strauss remained friends with the black woman, Frances Willis Thorpe, until Thorpe’s death in early 1998. As for the Virginia woman, so proud of her Confederate ancestors, she, too, was changed by the experience. Dr. Strauss says that years later the woman called to apologize for her behavior, expressing her deep embarrassment.

OTHER MEMBERS of the greatest generation found their life’s calling in uniform, continuing to serve in the military after the war and helping it adapt to the changing times. One of these is retired Army colonel Robert Nett, who enlisted in the National Guard in his hometown of New Haven, Connecticut, as a private with no thought of staying beyond the time required.

By the time he retired in 1973, he had been in uniform for thirty-three years; had fought in World War II, Korea, and Vietnam; had been awarded the Medal of Honor for conspicuous gallantry in spearheading an attack against a heavily fortified Japanese position in the Philippines; and had a street named after him at Fort Benning, Georgia, where he continued to teach Army leadership courses after his retirement. And not incidentally, he’s been married for fifty-four years to an Army nurse, Frances, whom he met while recovering from wounds. Their son, Robert Nett Jr., is a physician who retired as a major in the U.S. Army.

Colonel Nett could have lived on his Army pension and the glories of his distinguished military career when he retired, but instead he became an industrial-arts teacher in the Muscogee County, Georgia, school system for fifteen years. He liked the two fronts of his life, and moved easily between his junior- and senior-high students and his officer candidates at nearby Fort Benning. Nett felt that he could extend the lessons of his military experience by teaching young people “that they should walk proud in the light of what their fathers, grandfathers, and great-grandfathers have accomplished. In addition to education,” Colonel Nett says, “students must learn to appreciate the views of others.” He was so popular that he was named the county’s Teacher of the Year in 1985, and one of his students successfully nominated him to help carry the Olympic torch when the Olympic Games were coming to Atlanta in 1996.

At Fort Benning, Nett is such a legendary figure that former Army students who have moved up in the ranks still call on him to help train or motivate their troops. In 1997 he visited eight training sites in Bosnia to boost the morale of forces assigned there to peacekeeping roles.

The colonel’s message is built on four points:
	Every U.S. citizen is grateful for the job the soldiers are doing.
	The soldiers’ job is important because they’re preventing war.
	As Colonel Nett often speaks at religious programs of all denominations, he knows that the soldiers are in the prayers of all the faithful.
	Yes, the soldiers’ job can be lonely and frustrating, but it’s a lot better than fighting and, after all, they are helping people to establish a democratic way of life.

Nett is deeply impressed by the quality of today’s all-volunteer military. As he says, “They’re here because they want to be. When we had the Selective Service—the draft—I sometimes had to adapt my leadership to people who were angry and disgruntled. Now the officer candidates are college-educated, and by the time they get to training school they’re considered the best.”

Nett does, however, have some concerns about the expanding population of women in the armed services. “Even though the policy is not to have women fight,” he says, “women have to be ready to fight in emergency situations. We can’t have this policy of filling our military vacancies with females, but only males can fight.”

Nevertheless, Nett is still gung ho on the quality of the military and the role it plays in American life. Almost sixty years after he first enlisted, he still hears the call to service. After all he’s been through and all he’s done for the military, you might think he would expect something in return. The colonel has another point of view. As he says, “I will go anywhere in the world to support the troops; after all, I feel so indebted to the Army for what it has done for me.”

There it is again, the selfless response so characteristic of members of this generation, now coming into their twilight years. To be sure, they have gotten used to the better life, including the so-called entitlements such as Medicare, Social Security cost-of-living increases, and senior-citizen discounts—but they retain at the core of their being a strong sense of self-reliance and gratitude.

There is a common theme of pride in all that they’ve accomplished for themselves, their families, and their country, and so little clamor for attention, given all they’ve done. The women and members of ethnic groups who were the objects of acute discrimination even as they served their country remember the hurt, but they have not allowed it to cripple them, nor have they invoked it as a claim for special treatment now. They’re much more likely to talk about the gains that have been achieved rather than the pain they suffered.

They have given the succeeding generations the opportunity to accumulate great economic wealth, political muscle, and the freedom from foreign oppression to make whatever choices they like. For those generations, the challenges are much different, but equally important.

There is no world war to fight today nor any prospect of one anytime soon, but racial discrimination remains an American cancer. There is no Great Depression, but economic opportunity is an unending challenge, especially in a high-tech world where education is more important than ever. Most of all, there is the need to reinstate the concept of common welfare in America, so that the nation doesn’t squander the legacy of this remarkable generation by becoming a collection of well-defined, narrowly cast special-interest fiefdoms, each concerned only with its own place in the mosaic. World War II and what came after was the result of a nation united, not a nation divided.

As for me, I will always keep in my mind’s eye a cool, cloudy Memorial Day on the northern plains of South Dakota. I was visiting my father’s surviving brother, John, who after serving in the Navy during World War II returned to the small town of Bristol, the family seat. He stayed a bachelor all those years, working at the bank and in the municipal liquor store. He lived with two of his sisters, neither of whom, like John, ever married.

He was a small, quiet man, and on that Memorial Day he asked me to accompany him to the Bristol cemetery south of town, overlooking the broad reach of prairie. He explained that just the year before he had given up the job of placing small flags on the graves of veterans. He was worried that his successor, a veteran of the Korean War, might not know the location of all the graves that deserved to be honored.

So as I stood on a small rise, watching, these two veterans, each clutching a fistful of small American flags, made their way through the cemetery. It came to me then that this was, in many ways, the essence of the American experience. These two men had gone off to war in distant places and then returned to the familiar surroundings of their youth, the small town and farmland where life—as a result of droughts, blizzards, tornadoes, and wages that reflected the uncertainty of agriculture markets—was often difficult.

They came home to resume lives enriched by the values they had defended.

I have been witness to historic events at the U.S. Capitol and on the south lawn of the White House, at Arlington National Cemetery and the Statue of Liberty. None moved me more than the sight of my uncle and his friend, a local farmer, walking among the headstones, framed by the wide steel-gray sky and the great curve of a prairie horizon, decorating the graves of the hometown veterans on that Memorial Day.

I thought of the farmers, the merchants, the railroad men, and all their families who had gone through so much to tame the prairie and start communities, build schools and churches, and look after one another. They had gone off to war, or sent their husbands, sons, and boyfriends, and they now lay side by side beneath the sod, mute testimony to sacrifice and service. Those whose graves were decorated with the small flags were carrying the colors for all the others.

It was a ceremony of honor, remembrance, and renewal played out in countless other cemeteries across the land by members of a generation that gave so much and asked so little in return.

After talking to so many of them and reflecting on what they have meant in my own life, I now know that it is in those small ceremonies and quiet moments that this generation is appropriately honored. No fanfare is required. They’ve had their parades. They’ve heard the speeches. They know what they have accomplished, and they are proud. They will have their World War II memorial and their place in the ledgers of history, but no block of marble or elaborate edifice can equal their lives of sacrifice and achievement, duty and honor, as monuments to their time.
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