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TO DAD, MOM,

B.A., KATHY, TRISH,

MAUREEN, AND LUKE


PREFACE

by Luke Orth Russert

SIX YEARS LATER, it happens more often than you’d think. I’ll be walking down the street, or sitting in a restaurant, or grabbing a coffee at an airport and somebody will approach me, usually with a frozen smile, their eyes a little moist. With a nervous hesitancy in their voice they’ll ask, “You’re Tim Russert’s son, right?” Almost immediately after I say yes they say, “Gosh, I really loved your dad, he was the best.” Usually that’s followed by a back slap, a “Go Bills!” or a hug. I can honestly say it never really gets old. I know why I loved my dad; he was my best friend. But now, years after his death, I often wonder why the man who threw around the baseball with me, watched games, made me laugh, and forced me to memorize vocabulary flash cards still resonates so vividly with so many.

Perhaps the answer lies in something that a gentleman in Alliance, Ohio, told me a few years ago. I was on assignment for NBC News, trying to take the pulse of a swing state congressional district. While I introduced myself to voters in the parking lot of a diner, hoping to secure a valuable “man on the street” bite for a TV spot, a man caught my last name. He asked me if I was related to Tim Russert. I said that I was indeed and, in fact, his son. He extended his well-worked hand, gripped mine, looked me straight in the eye and said, “We loved him. He was for us—he cared.”

Those last words have stuck with me because they’re so simple, yet carry so much weight: he cared. The man was right, my father did care—about his family, his faith, his friends, and perhaps most of all, his country. He viewed his job as an opportunity to serve, to instruct and hold those with so much power to the highest standards. He did not do this for money, personal fame, or professional accolades; he did it because, through faith, he carried the conviction that he must ask the important questions on behalf of the American people. That his voice must rise above the petty politics that so often kill reason in Washington, and provide an outlet for the truth. This unwavering belief in his duty coupled with his broad-shouldered, husky frame and jolly Irish demeanor made my father special. He was the guy with the serious job whom you not only wanted to have a beer with but also share a laugh and a cry.

Perhaps his best quality was that he always “got” people. Whatever their race, age, gender, sexual orientation, or nationality my dad could relate to anyone. Six years later it’s still hard to accept that he’s gone, but as he wrote in this book, “To accept faith we have to resign ourselves as mortals to the fact that we are a small part of a grand design.” I’d argue that he was a large part of the contemporary American grand design, but he’d humbly tell me I was overstating it and that his own father, “Big Russ,” didn’t teach me to brag.

As much as this book is about my dad, it also tells the story of the man known affectionately as Big Russ. I never called him that; to me he was always “Grandpa.” He didn’t speak much, but he didn’t have to with me. His genuine kindness and playful manner always made more than enough of an impact. I still hear his Santa Claus–style “he-he-he” laugh when I drive by a Ted’s Hot Dogs in Buffalo. He’d say to me, “Lukie, you eat it with extra Weber’s mustard.”

He was a dutiful man, and if he taught me anything, it was about the importance of doing the job you were tasked to do. One family vacation Fourth of July when I was around sixteen, I couldn’t make the family barbecue because I had a double shift at the local public golf course cleaning out carts and picking the driving range. I might have expected Grandpa to be disappointed that I wasn’t there, but when I got home later in the day, he couldn’t have been prouder. He told me that working when nobody else wants to “shows ’em you’re reliable.” When I told him I had to take out many loads of garbage, he flashed a huge grin. “Sanitation work. We do that—it’s a badge of honor!” Now when I get some crazy assignments like covering Congress on New Year’s Eve well into the early morning, I think about Grandpa’s words and know that, if nothing else, at least I’m reliable at that moment in time.

Grandpa outlived Dad and passed away at the age of eighty-five. Even as his mind started to slip away, he tried to laugh when he could. When I went to his viewing, I was sad, but I couldn’t help but crack a smile. The viewing happened to fall on a Sunday during a Bills home game. Many of his best friends and family paid their respects and then went to watch the game in a room in the back of the funeral home. Now, many might find this offensive, but it’s exactly what Big Russ would have wanted. He loved his Bills; he loved watching them with my dad and my late uncle Bill. You could say he literally lived and died with them. Of course, the Bills lost the game that day.

I’M FOREVER THANKFUL that my father wrote Big Russ and Me. Not just because it’s a wonderful book, but for the more selfish reason that it has given me my father’s playbook as I have embarked on my own life. I find myself leafing through it hoping to hear his soothing voice jump off the page and push me in the right direction. Whenever I’m lost, I look over some of the appropriately named chapters for guidance: Respect, Work, Faith, Discipline, Loss, Washington, Politics, Baseball, Food, and Fatherhood—though I’m years away from that last one!

When my father finished Big Russ and Me he confided to me that he was nervous about how it would be received. He wondered if folks outside of the Rust Belt could relate to his steel-city parochial Catholic upbringing back when the American promise was fresh and had been boosted by the Allied victory in World War II. He wondered if the lessons he had learned in the 1960s were similar to others who were not quite progressive radicals but also not conservative hardhats. He also admitted that he didn’t know if the book-buying public would care about a newsman’s upbringing and his take on fatherhood: for years they had turned to him for the news, not a how-to manual.

Well, his doubts were answered when this book became a number-one New York Times bestseller. He was proud of that, so much so that he clipped the list out of the newspaper, framed it and put it on his office wall at home. He jokingly referred to it as his “long-desired Super Bowl ring” and was straight-up giddy when Wisdom of Our Fathers accomplished the same feat. For a kid from South Buffalo to have a bestselling book—as my Big Russ would say, “What a country!” Through writing he revealed his feelings about the lessons he’d learned from his past and what he thought was his most important job title: dad.

Fatherhood was my dad’s passion. A day never went by that I didn’t know my father loved me. In fact, the first time I did not speak to my father for more than twenty-four hours was when I went on my first sleepover camping trip in the eighth grade. The Russerts of South Buffalo were many things, but they were not campers. As my dad’s friend Mike Barnicle said, “Tim was from a cement sidewalk . . . he rarely saw a river without a paper mill or steel plant next to it.”

Dad took me to an army surplus store to get properly outfitted, and you would have thought I was spending a year in the wilderness with Davy Crockett given the amount of gear he “insisted” I needed. When I arrived at the camp site, the guide told me to “drop about thirty pounds” of gear, so gone were the three backup flashlights, the folding cot, and the totally necessary triple-lined camouflage winter parka. (Mind you, the trip was in the humid spring.)

I got along fine camping, but after five days I knew it wasn’t necessarily for me. Unlike Dad, I grew up on more than cement, and through my mom’s West Coast roots, I inherited a love of the ocean. At the end of the week, when the bus pulled into the school parking lot to drop off dozens of my classmates and me, I heard loud laughs from my best buddies. My pal Paul Grayson screamed, “Luke, look at your dad!” I first saw my mother, standing off to the side with a huge smile, and then there was Dad with a jack-o’-lantern grin, waving an American flag and holding up a sign that read WELCOME HOME BOYS!

Some might find it strange that the well-known host of Meet the Press was yelling and waving a flag like a maniac, but that was Dad. He was so excited to see me and his love was so strong that he didn’t care that he might look silly greeting me as if I had just been deployed. At first I was a little annoyed at him because I thought his stunt was corny, but he rounded up my friends and shouted, “We’re going to Burger King! After a week of rabbit food, supersize for everybody!” You just had to love him. But even then, I didn’t fully appreciate his intense love till I left for college. It was hard on both of us because I knew I could no longer just open his door, plop down in a chair and talk, but we adapted, thanks to cell phones. If my future kid ever reads this, we’ll be on the unlimited texting plan because I’ll be blowing up your phone!

WHILE DAD’S LOVE FOR ME RAN DEEP, he had an affinity for all children. When friends called the house the first question out of his mouth would be, “How’s your boy, how’s your girl, how’d their soccer team do?” The day my father passed, my colleague Chuck Todd said on NBC that he had never before had a boss who was as interested and as happy talking about other people’s children as he was about his own son.

My father was certainly comfortable with his emotions but like my grandpa, he rarely cried openly. I can count on one hand the number of times I saw him in tears, and four of those had to be the Bills Super Bowl losses! But the time I remember most was when I was in second grade. Because I had a booming voice, my Sunday-school teacher decided that I should read the prayer intentions at the children’s mass the following Sunday. Dad was thrilled; being a talented public speaker, he always took pride when I excelled at the craft. During that week we practiced my prayers around the kitchen table. One was for “all the children in the world who are sick, sad, tired, suffering or alone.” Twenty years later, I remember those words exactly. When I said them out loud, my father choked up and his eyes became wet. He paused, stared at me and said, “Think about that, buddy. Think about it.”

He never missed an opportunity to help children. Whether it was working with the Boys & Girls Club or Catholic Education, Dad always said yes. He gave dozens of commencement speeches and in his closing paragraphs, he almost always said:

“Unless we instill in our young the most basic social skills and cultural and moral values . . . we will be a very different society. We must motivate, inspire—yes, insist—our children respect one another . . . ‘love thy neighbor as thyself.’ . . . No matter what profession you choose, you must try, even in the smallest ways, to improve the quality of life of all the children in our country. When my life is over, there’s nothing more I’ll be judged on than what kind of father I was.” In another commencement speech, he added: “If we are serious about continuing as the world’s premier military, and economic and moral force in the world, we have no choice. We need all of our children contributing and prospering.”

This is a great country, but when it comes to fatherhood, and two-parent households, he knew we were falling short. One out of three children grows up without their biological father in the home. Statistics show that this means they’re more likely to be poor, have a higher chance of being incarcerated or becoming pregnant as a teen, using drugs, dropping out of school, or suffering from behavioral issues. What better way for children to achieve than to have their fathers in their lives? This is an epidemic in 2014, and if my father were still around, he’d shed light on it.

I’m at an age now where many of my friends are getting married and starting their own journey into fatherhood. I’m often asked what sort of lessons my father passed down to me on the topic. Since he died when I was twenty-two, we never really had the official how-to-be-a-dad conversation. Yet I can imagine what he would say based on how he raised me and on the stories his friends have told me.

A colleague of mine at NBC once told me she always asked my father to stick around for an additional taped interview after his Today show appearances, which on most days were on at around seven in the morning. Almost every time he would politely tell her, “No, I got to take my kid to school.” She admitted that she was often perplexed as to why staying fifteen or twenty minutes longer was such a big deal to him. A few years ago I got an email from her; she told me that as a new mom not only did she totally understand where my dad was coming from, but she would do everything in her power never to miss dropping off her daughter at school, because the time was too precious.

It’s true; the greatest gift my father ever gave me was his time. Here was a man who worked seven days a week, rarely slept more than six hours a night, and yet I can never remember a time when he wasn’t there for me or didn’t make a Herculean effort to be present. Heck, he tried to interview Florida politicians when I had spring-training JV baseball games! I understand that not all fathers can afford to do that. Jobs, commitments, etc. don’t always lend themselves to kids being number one all the time. However, I do know that if a father makes an effort to be there, a kid will always notice and always appreciate it because as a kid you feel loved, wanted, and cared about, and you can’t ask for more than that.

Another thing my father was big on was conversation. He would inquire about my day over dinner, call me to ask a simple “How ya doing?” Through these conversations we bonded over sports, politics, music, and just simple human interests. Sometimes after watching a Bills game together, I felt like we had solved the world’s problems! When I was a young kid, on Fridays after work Dad would sometimes take me to his local watering hole. A few beers for him, and some Coca-Colas for me as a reward if I had behaved during the week. If I hadn’t I was stuck with milk. He would usually meet a friend or mom after her exercise class, but sometimes it was just the two of us. He’d give me money for the jukebox and a request: “Springsteen.” How do you spell it, I’d ask, and he’d say, “Spring like the season and then s-t-een; no ei, just een.”

I would play three Beach Boys songs (my favorite) and then one Bruce song for him. He’d interact with customers in the bar. Many were kind and just wanted to shoot the breeze; others wanted to talk about their political opinions, the Buffalo Bills, or had ideas for how Meet the Press could be even better. I noticed that no matter what, Dad would always try to be nice. He told me that came from Grandpa, and the old lesson that “it takes just as long to be mean to somebody as it does to be nice.”

Working in TV news I’m exposed to a fair amount of, shall we say, people who take the time to be mean. In fact, people these days seem to relish the art of “trolling” or being perpetually “snarky.” I’m not quite sure what that says about us as a society, but I feel as if the days are behind us when someone like my dad stood at a bar and talked to people. Inclusion and communication are important, both in parenting and basic societal understanding. Talk to kids—they’ll relish it—and maybe carry on a conversation with a person in front of them so they learn how to do more than just stare at a phone screen.

FATHER’S DAY was my dad’s favorite day. For me it’s a holiday of mixed emotions: Father’s Day will never be the same for me because it usually falls a few days after the anniversary of my dad’s death. This book is about the eternal relationship between fathers and sons. I hope this book deepens the love between all fathers and their children.

Loss is hard, and on Father’s Day those of us without a dad tend to be in a funk. My friend Bo Blair is a father of three, but he also lost his dad at a young age. He told me once, “God this day sucks, but when you do something your dad loved it feels so much better.” I try and go to a baseball game and soak in the joy of the fathers who are there with their kids. Friends will call and check in; my college buddy Mike Greeley makes sure to tell me he’s drinking a Rolling Rock in honor of TJR. I do that, too.

Not a day goes by that I don’t miss my dad and recall his face from the last time I saw him, but I know he’s here. He’s in these pages, in these stories, and he’s with everyone who believes being a father is the most important job in the world. There are many different walks of life in this country, but fatherhood is the great equalizer. You don’t have to be rich to be a good dad. You don’t have to have a fancy degree to be a good dad. Or drive a nice car. You just have to care, and that’s something we all can do because that’s what Tim Russert did—he cared.

May, 2014
Washington, D.C.


INTRODUCTION

ON ELECTION NIGHT 2000, I sat on the NBC set with Tom Brokaw as state after state was projected for either George W. Bush or Al Gore. In trying to make sense of the election results, I started writing, in bold print on the back of a legal pad, the names of the states that were still being contested. As I added new states and crossed out others, and held up my homemade chart to the camera, I could almost see my dad nodding his head and saying, “Now I understand. Now I get it. Keep it simple. Forget those fancy computers.”

Jeff Zucker, who was producing our election coverage and who liked my low-tech efforts to explain the latest developments, noticed that the cardboard I was writing on was becoming increasingly messy and difficult to read. So he sent somebody to buy a couple of white dry-erase boards, which would be easier to work with. For the rest of the night, I used those boards to show how close each candidate was to the 270 electoral votes he needed to become our forty-third president.

Over the next few days, NBC News received a lot of positive comments for the way we kept track of an enormously complicated election with what one reviewer described as “homespun comfort.” My son, Luke, who was fifteen, said, “Dad, what are you going to do with that board you were using?”

“Actually, there were two of them,” I said. “I promised one to the Newseum,” the museum of news in Washington, D.C., that had opened in 1997.

“How about the other one?” he asked. “Could I have it?”

“Sure,” I said. I was moved that my son wanted this keepsake of his father’s work on election night. Just as I was starting to get emotional about the bond between us, Luke said, “Thanks, Dad. You know what this thing is worth on eBay?”

The legal pad that I used on Election Day was an idea that came straight from Dad. As long as I can remember, he has used an 8½-by-11 yellow legal pad to keep track of the household budget. I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s still using the very same kind he had when I was a boy.

When I was in high school, my older sister Betty Ann’s boyfriend, Bill Buckenroth, came to our house to ask Dad for her hand in marriage. Dad was in his usual spot, sitting in the living room with the newspaper.

“Mr. Russert,” Bill said, “I want to marry your daughter.”

Dad dropped his paper on the floor. “You what?”

“I want to marry your daughter.”

“You do? You’re still in school! How the hell are you going to support her?” Without waiting for an answer, Dad got up, walked out of the room, and went downstairs to take a shower.

He was gone for at least forty minutes. As he waited for Dad to come back, Bill paced nervously. My sister cried, and my mother tried to comfort her.

Finally, the shower water stopped. Ten minutes later, we heard footsteps on the stairs, car keys jingling, and the sound of a door slamming. Big Russ was gone.

About an hour later, Dad came back, went to the bedroom, pulled a sheet off his legal pad, and brought it into the living room. “Bill,” he said, “I want you to show me in black and white how you’re going to support her. Keep it simple, so I can understand it. Nothing complicated and nothing phony. Just give me the real numbers.” Bill went to the kitchen table and Dad went back to his chair. A few minutes later, they went over the numbers together. Dad must have liked what he saw, because the next thing I knew, he and Bill were driving over to the Legion Hall to celebrate the engagement over a couple of cold ones.

On Election Day 2000, I was doing it Dad’s way—first with my legal pad, and then with the two dry-erase boards. As for my sister and Bill, they recently celebrated their thirty-fifth wedding anniversary.

THE OLDER I GET, the smarter my father seems to get. Hardly a day goes by when I don’t remember or rely on something that Big Russ taught me. As I began to think about the lessons I learned from him, I started talking to some friends about the lessons they learned from their fathers. Jayce Caulfield’s dad, Thomas, who was known in our neighborhood as Sarge, was superintendent of parks for the City of Buffalo. Sarge used to hire teenage boys to keep them off the streets and to “give them a shot,” as he liked to say. If a kid didn’t show up to work in the morning, Sarge would drive to his house, go upstairs, and personally drag him out of bed. Now that’s tough love.

My friend Dick Eaton used to refer to his father as “the Wallet.” (I know what he meant: my son sometimes refers to me as the human ATM.) As they got older, Dick and his brother started calling their father “the Apple,” because he was the apple of their eye. Dick’s father, Paul F. Eaton, is a small-town lawyer who never thought of himself as being smarter than the big city rainmakers, although he probably is. “He knew,” says Dick, “that if he worked harder and prepared more than other lawyers, his chances of success were that much better. That’s what he taught us: preparation is everything.”

My friend Larry Tierney is a physician in California. His father, who was known as D.T.—for Doc Tierney—was a doctor, too. Doc Tierney taught his son that treatment is the easy part of medicine; the real challenge is getting the diagnosis right. And the key to the right diagnosis, he would say, comes from really listening to the patient. He warned his son against the danger of arrogance. “The minute you think you’re any good in this business,” he told Larry, “that’s when you’re going to start harming your patients.”

MY DAD AND I SHARE THE SAME NAME, and when I was very young, he was known as Tim and I was Timmy. When I was around ten, people called us Big Tim and Little Tim. In high school, when I shot up to six foot two and no longer qualified as “Little” Tim, I started referring to Dad as Big Russ, as in, “There’ll be hell to pay when Big Russ finds out about this,” and I’ve thought of him as Big Russ ever since. Not long ago, I overheard Luke referring to me as “the Big Guy,” as in, “It sounds okay, but I have to check with the Big Guy.”

Although Dad and I have always been close, our relationship has never been marked by open displays of affection. But that changed a few years ago, when NBC organized a series called “Going Home,” in which the network’s news anchors and the hosts of its major news programs returned to the communities where they grew up and talked about the values and the cultures that shaped their lives.

On January 1, 1997, I traveled to the American Legion Post 721 in South Buffalo, where Dad had once been the commander. Every New Year’s Day, the Legion hosts an open house for its members and their families, and I asked Dad what time I should arrive with the NBC news crew. He said we should come at noon. I asked him what time the festivities started. He said they ran from one o’clock to four.

“Then why should we be there at noon?” I asked.

“Because the food and the drinks are free.”

At the Legion Hall, we pushed some tables together and sat with Dad and his buddies. Dad looked into the camera and talked about the men like himself who returned home after World War II. “They wanted community,” he said. “They wanted a home. They wanted a good reputation with their kids. What’s the old saying? ‘Your nose to the grindstone and hope for the best.’”

That expression—it’s actually two expressions squeezed together—captures the essence of Dad: endlessly hardworking and eternally optimistic.

The next day, I went down to city hall to visit with Anthony Masiello. Tony’s dad, Danny Masiello, used to work on the garbage trucks with my dad. They would dream about their sons having a better life, and I guess their dreams came true. Today, one is the moderator of Meet the Press, and the other is the mayor of Buffalo.

We concluded the piece for NBC Nightly News by walking down the sidewalk in my old neighborhood. As we walked along, side by side, I spontaneously put my hand around Dad’s shoulder. In closing, I said, “They shaped our destiny. We stand on their shoulders. Tim Russert, NBC News, Buffalo, New York.”

When the piece aired two weeks later, I was deluged with letters and calls from around the country. People wanted to talk about their dads, and to thank me for acknowledging mine. I heard from men who wished they’d had a chance to share their thoughts and feelings with their fathers while they were still alive. And I realized that my relationship with Big Russ had changed forever.

The following year, 1998, I was invited to address the eightieth annual convention of the New York State chapter of the American Legion, which was held in Buffalo in July. They wanted to give me a journalism award and thank me for using the American Legion as the centerpiece of my “Going Home” segment on NBC. I flew to Buffalo with Luke, who was then twelve. When it came time for the award presentation, I stood at the podium and looked at my dad and my son, who were sitting together in the front row. I said a few words about the importance of the American Legion to our family, and then I spoke about Dad. I described what he had done in the war, and how hard he had worked when he came home.

“I am honored to accept this award,” I said, “but I want to dedicate it to someone much more deserving. He never graduated from high school, but he taught his four kids by his example, his hard work, and his basic decency. Today, he celebrates his fiftieth anniversary as an American Legionnaire. It is with enormous pride, the utmost respect, and the deepest love, that I present this award to the past commander of South Buffalo Post 721—my hero, my dad, the real Tim Russert.”

The convention hall shook with applause, cheers, and tears. Never had I experienced such a powerful reaction from so few words. I knew immediately that the response was not only for Big Russ; it was also an expression of the love and respect the audience felt so deeply for their own fathers.

When I asked Dad to come up and accept the award that the Legion had given me, he burst into tears. I was surprised: in my whole life, I had seen Dad cry on only two occasions—at his mother’s funeral in 1967, and at his father’s, three years later. But now he was wiping his eyes with the back of his hand—no handkerchief, no tissues, just using that big paw to stop his tears. He looked around the dais and saw all these grizzled war veterans, men very much like himself, men who didn’t cry very often. And when they saw Dad crying, they started crying, too.

The seeds for this book began to germinate right there, at the Legion convention. I have learned so much from Big Russ, and I feel so grateful to him, that I wanted to write a book about the two of us, and also about the other important teachers in my life, who have reinforced Dad’s lessons and taught me a few new ones. I learned a great deal from Mom, too, who was, and still is, a central force in my life. As my childhood pastor, Father Denis Donovan, loved to say, “The hand that rocks the cradle rules the world.” But the father-son relationship is unique, and that’s what this book is about.

I hope this book will encourage readers to think about the things they learned from their fathers. Whatever we achieve and whoever we are, we stand on their shoulders.


1.

My Father’s War

“It was a lot tougher for the guys who died.”

NOT LONG AGO, I took part in an online conversation hosted by the Washington Post. As I sat at a computer, people around the country sent in questions about Meet the Press and other topics, and I did my best to answer them. Near the end of the hour, somebody asked if there was one individual whom I would especially like to interview. The person who submitted that question was probably expecting me to name an elusive political figure, or perhaps a fascinating character from history, such as Thomas Jefferson, Christopher Columbus, or my first choice, Jesus Christ. But I took the question personally, and answered it immediately and from my heart: more than anyone else, I would like to interview my dad.

Big Russ has never been much of a talker, especially about himself. Part of it is his modesty: talking about himself probably feels like bragging, which he dislikes in other people and goes out of his way to avoid. It’s not that he’s silent, because Dad is a sociable and friendly guy, and in the right setting, and with people he knows well, you can get him going on any number of topics—politics, baseball, the Buffalo Bills, television, the best kind of hot dogs, and how Canadian beer tastes better when you buy it in Canada. But, like so many men of his generation, he won’t tell you much about his life, his thoughts, or his feelings.

When I was a boy, I knew that Dad had been overseas in World War II, and had served in what was then called the Army Air Force. But whenever I asked him about the war, he avoided my questions and tried to change the subject. When I persisted, he would say, “I’m not a hero like those guys in the planes. I stayed on the ground and just did my job.”

Every summer, our family used to rent a cottage for a week at Wasaga Beach in Ontario, where Dad, a strong man who loved the water, used to let my sisters and me lie on his back while he swam. One morning, when I was five or six, we were on the beach in our bathing suits when I noticed that Dad had several scars on his back. I had probably seen them before, but this was the first time I really noticed them. When I asked Mom why they were there, she told me that Dad had been injured in a plane crash during the war.

So of course I went over and asked him, “Dad, were you really in a plane crash?”

“Yeah,” he said, but the word was barely out of his mouth before he jumped back in the water. Even at that age, I could see that he was running away—or in this case, actually swimming away—from my question.

As the years went on, especially on Memorial Day, when we went to the local cemetery to plant little American flags on the graves of war veterans, I sometimes asked him about the war. Although I desperately wanted to know what had happened, I was careful not to push too hard. It was clear that he didn’t want to talk about it, and I imagined that I might feel the same way if something that terrible had happened to me. Every time I asked about the war, he would parcel out another detail or two. One year he said, “Everybody did their job, and I did mine. I was a parachute rigger.” Another time, referring to the crash, he said, “It was a foggy day, really bad weather.”

When I was in high school, the two of us were in the basement one day when Dad walked over to his desk, opened a drawer, and took out a manila folder. He handed me a yellowed clipping from the October 27, 1944, edition of the Southport Weekly, an English newspaper. The headline read, U.S. BOMBER CRASHES IN FLAMES AT AINSDALE, and the article described the crash of a B-24 Liberator at an air base in England. I read it quickly and zeroed in on the key lines: “The plane, which had been circling round as though preparatory to landing . . . somersaulted into a field, immediately bursting into flames. When the plane crashed it broke up, and some of the airmen were thrown clear.”

Dad, I realized, had been one of them.

“This is amazing,” I said.

He looked at me and said, “It was a lot tougher for the guys who died.” Then he took back the clipping and put it away without another word. The conversation was over.

A year or two later, he told me about the Polish kid from Chicago who had saved his life when their plane went down. Dad has no memory of this, but he learned later that when the plane hit the ground, he and several other men had been thrown clear. Dad, who was badly hurt and evidently in shock, had climbed to his feet. With his clothing engulfed in flames, he had started stumbling back toward the burning wreckage. Bullets from the plane’s machine guns were bursting in all directions, but Dad was dazed and oblivious to the danger. Billy Suchocki, a friend of Dad’s and a fellow passenger on the flight, whose clothes were also on fire, was being helped by two British railway men who had run to the scene of the crash. As they rolled Billy on the ground to suffocate the flames, he pointed to Dad and yelled, “Help him! Help him!” The railway men ran to Dad and pulled him out of further danger.

One Christmas, when I was home from college, I looked up Billy Suchocki’s phone number in Chicago. I wanted Dad to be in touch with the man who had rescued him, and I knew he would never make that call on his own. With Dad’s permission, I dialed the number and put the two old army buddies on the phone. I heard only Dad’s end of the conversation, which was brief and unemotional. They wished each other a Merry Christmas and talked briefly about Red, the dog who went overseas with them, and who returned home with Dad after the war.

After the call, which seemed so casual in view of what had happened, I said, “Dad, this guy saved your life, and you’re joking about a dog? Why didn’t you thank him for rescuing you?”

Dad looked at me thoughtfully and said, “He knows, and I know.” Then he lowered his head. Enough had been said.

Later on, Dad told me a few more details about his experiences during the war, but I still hesitated to ask him about the crash. Years later, when my friend Tom Brokaw published The Greatest Generation Speaks, a follow-up to The Greatest Generation, the story of that brave and selfless generation of Americans who came of age during the Great Depression and then went off to fight for freedom and democracy in the Second World War, Dad opened up a little more. Brokaw had been kind enough to mention Dad in the book—which was a little ironic, given its title—and Dad was pleased to be acknowledged. He told me that the army experience had been good for him, that it had helped him become more disciplined and had taught him in a dramatic fashion that everyone has a role to play.

There was so much more I wanted to know about Dad’s experiences during the war, but I have always respected his wish not to talk about it. Eventually, I realized that I could learn some of the details from other people, including Billy Suchocki and several other veterans from the 446th Bombardment Group, which Dad had been part of, and from a book about the 446th by Ed Castens, one of its members. Then, in early 2003, I received a letter out of the blue from Ron Tompkins, a resident of Bermuda whose older brother, Alva, had died in the crash that had almost killed Dad and Billy Suchocki. Mr. Tompkins, the seventh in a family of eight children, had been five when his eldest brother had been killed, and had spent much of his adult life investigating the accident. He had made two pilgrimages to the airfield where the plane went down and was in touch with several of the survivors. He sent me a packet of information that made it clear that this terrible event, which killed ten men and left ten others badly injured, could easily have been avoided. But before I had a chance to meet him, his son Christopher wrote to tell me that Ron Tompkins had died.

DAD HAD ENLISTED in November 1942, at the age of nineteen. “All my friends had joined,” he told me, “so there was nobody really left in the neighborhood.” Was he being modest, or was his decision to enlist really that casual? After being poked, prodded, and questioned at the induction center, he was sent off, by train, of course, to a training camp in Fresno, California, where he learned how to march, how to salute, and above all, how to be patient. Like millions of other recruits, he soon learned that the army’s unofficial slogan was “Hurry up and wait.”

Hoping to become a pilot, he volunteered for the Army Air Force, where he was disappointed to learn that his eyesight wasn’t good enough for him to fly. It must be a family trait. When I was three, I had to wear an eye patch as a way of strengthening my weak eye. The first time Dad saw me with it, he shook his head and said, “I guess you’ve got my eyes—and not just the color.”

After basic training, Dad spent several weeks at Chanute Field in Illinois, where he took a course in parachute rigging—packing and inspecting parachutes that the air crews wore on every mission while hoping never to need them. Parachutes in those days were made of silk, which is both light and strong, and men who used them to escape from a damaged plane became members of an unofficial society known as the Caterpillar Club, not only because silk is made from the cocoons of caterpillars, but also because the transformed creature emerges from the cocoon with the ability to fly. It used to be that apprentice parachute riggers were not certified until they actually “jumped their chutes”—that is, jumped out of a plane with a parachute that they themselves had inspected, repaired, and packed, but that requirement was dropped in 1941 to save time. There was a war to fight, and the Americans were needed overseas as soon as possible.

Dad passed through bases in Utah and Arizona before being sent to Lowry Field in Colorado, where the 446th Bombardment Group was activated on April 1, 1943. At Lowry, Dad and some of his pals met up with Red, a big red chow with a black tongue. Red was not a friendly dog, but the men were fond of him and were determined to bring him overseas. They had little hope, however, of smuggling a large dog on the long train ride to New York, and even less of sneaking him onto the ship that would transport them to England.

Somehow, they persuaded a bombardier on one of the flight crews to take Red over on a B-24. It wasn’t easy: at first, when the pilot tried to get to his seat, Red wouldn’t let him into the cockpit. When Red finally relented and the pilot settled in, Red settled in right behind him. On one of their many stops en route, Red noticed a long line of bags in front of a building; perhaps inspired by the challenge, he proceeded to pee on every single one. Despite his outrageous behavior, or maybe because of it, the crew continued to bring him along. When they landed in Dakar and a Senegalese soldier tried to stab Red with a bayonet, the crew intervened to spare his life. During a stopover in Marrakesh, Morocco, they took Red with them to the movies, where he curled up in a plush chair that they later learned was reserved for the mayor; when the movie ended, Red left his calling card in the mayor’s seat. When the flight crew arrived at their home base in England, Red was reunited with the parachute group. But Red wasn’t the only dog that made the trip from Lowry Field; a female named Whitey on one of the other bombers delivered a litter of pups en route. It was widely believed that Red had something to do with this development, but Red wasn’t talking.

Dad and his fellow soldiers in the ground unit took a slower route to England. In October 1943, they traveled by train from Denver to Camp Shanks, New York, their last stop before going overseas. It was a long, tedious trip, as their train was often sidetracked to allow much-needed military equipment to make its way to port cities on both coasts. They were moving through western New York when Dad looked out the window and realized that the train was passing through his own neighborhood in South Buffalo. He yelled out to some waving onlookers, “Tell Frank Russert that his son Tim is on this train, and we’re going overseas!” The message got delivered to his parents.

Camp Shanks was on the Hudson River, just north of Manhattan, where they would soon board a ship for England. From this point on the men were not allowed to make phone calls or send letters. The precise arrival and departure dates of troop ships was a closely guarded secret, giving rise to the famous expression from that era, “Loose lips sink ships.”

From Camp Shanks they were taken by truck to excursion boats that ferried them south to Pier 90, where they boarded the famous Queen Mary. It was Winston Churchill who had proposed using the enormous luxury liner to transport troops across the ocean. Gen. George C. Marshall, the American chief of staff, hadn’t wanted to risk putting thousands of men on a single ship with too few lifeboats, but Churchill prevailed. As Dad and his unit prepared to board, they watched as huge supplies of food—good food, the kind they hadn’t seen in quite a while—were loaded onto the ship. At least we’ll eat well, Dad thought. “But once we sailed,” he told me, “the rations they gave us were so meager we couldn’t believe it.” Shortly before they reached their destination, Dad spotted a group of English crew members having dinner. “They were eating like kings,” he said. Knowing how Big Russ feels about food, I’m surprised that he didn’t organize a mutiny.

As the men of the 446th Bombardment Group boarded the ship, a band played and Red Cross volunteers passed out coffee and doughnuts. Soon they were moving past the Statue of Liberty and into the ocean.

The ship, repainted camouflage grey, and known as the Grey Ghost, was able because of her great speed to evade German submarines and torpedoes. As long as she was moving fast, the troops on board were relatively safe, and for that reason she was under strict orders not to stop for any reason. On one crossing, the Queen Mary sailed past a group of lifeboats with men aboard, but kept moving at top speed. The Americans were under strict orders to make sure that no light could be seen emanating from the ship. One night, someone in Dad’s group brushed up against a curtain, accidentally exposing a flicker of light. “The whole group of us spent the night in the slammer,” Dad said.

During normal times, the Queen Mary carried eleven hundred passengers, plus a sizable crew. When Dad’s group made the crossing there were more than fourteen thousand men on board, which was not unusual during the war. Berths were everywhere—stacked six high in lounges, function rooms, and even in empty swimming pools. The men slept in shifts. They were fed twice a day, also in shifts, and were given only a few minutes to eat. To ease congestion, all pedestrian traffic on board was one way: to move forward you walked on the starboard side; to move back you used the port side. All passengers had to wear life jackets in case they were attacked. There was no smoking, and even chewing gum was forbidden because it was hard to remove from the decks. The weather was rotten and many of the men were seasick. When I think about the crossing, I can’t imagine how men of my own generation would have fared on board.

As the ship approached its destination, but long before it reached land, British ships and planes came out to protect the men from possible attack by German U-boats and planes. (Hitler had offered a huge cash reward and an Iron Cross to the captain or pilot who could sink the Queen Mary, but the ship made eighty-six crossings without once being attacked.) On November 3 they docked at Greenock, in the Firth of Clyde, not far from Glasgow, Scotland. Trucks carried the men to trains, and trains took them to Flixton, their new home, in England. Station 125, as it was known, was one of many air bases on the eastern coast, not far from the English Channel and two miles from the sleepy village of Bungay.

When they arrived in England, the great majority of these men had never before set foot outside the United States, although a few, like Dad, had been to Canada. They were given a publication from the War Department that reminded them, among other things, that they were guests of Great Britain, and that England and America were allies. It sounds obvious today, but if you lived in South Buffalo in the 1940s, it was a reminder worth hearing. “If you come from an Irish-American family,” the men were told, “you may think of the English as persecutors of the Irish, or you may think of them as an enemy Redcoat who fought against us in the American Revolution and the War of 1812.” If that’s what you think, they were told, think again; this wasn’t the time to bring up old grievances. The pamphlet went on to explain that the British were more restrained and private than Americans, and that it would be a mistake to interpret their reserve as hostility. “Don’t be a show-off,” the visitors were told. They were also advised to keep in mind that Britain had been at war since 1939, and that the Americans had come from a country where food was still plentiful and the lights were still burning.

The men of the 446th were part of the Eighth Air Force, whose mission was to fly over Germany and bomb a variety of industrial and military targets. Every morning, weather permitting—and often in bad weather, too, including snowstorms—planes from each base took off for missions over Germany. When they lined up on the runway, taking off at thirty-second intervals, the entire base shook. The men used to say that when the Eighth Air Force took off, so much weight went into the air that all of England rose six inches. After the bombers crossed the channel, their targets included ports, bridges, chemical plants, U-boat installations, aircraft factories, oil refineries, and virtually every other part of the Nazi war effort. Casualties were very high: the 446th lost fifty-eight planes in combat and another twenty-eight in other mishaps. Often, the men came back and reported that the flak was so thick you could walk on it. Returning planes were often full of holes and carried men who had been injured during the mission. When they landed after a bombing run, everyone on board was offered a shot of whiskey. Even takeoffs were dangerous: the B-24s were so heavy with bombs and fuel that the slightest mistake could cause a crash and kill the entire crew.

Parachutes were inspected after every mission and repacked whenever it was necessary. Because they were made of silk, they were susceptible to damage from mold and fungus. They could also be damaged on board, where they might be exposed to fuel or hydraulic oil. As a parachute rigger, Dad was responsible for inspecting and repacking the chutes, and for fitting the harness to the crewman. This had to be done carefully, because a badly fitting harness could cause real pain in a man’s nether regions.

Each of the ten men on a B-24 was given a parachute shortly before takeoff, and they had all heard the old joke, “If it doesn’t work, bring it back and we’ll give you a new one.” In fact, the parachutes did work; the tragedy was that many men never got to use them. If your plane was hit, it could be hard, or even impossible, to get out. If the plane started falling, the crew would be pushed to the ceiling. Pilots did their best to keep the aircraft steady enough so the men could jump, but if your plane had lost a wing, you were done for.

If you jumped, almost anything could happen. When your parachute opened, you might drift gently down to earth. You could also pass out from the lack of oxygen. You could come down hard into a tree, or you could hit the ground with so much force that you were knocked unconscious. On your way down, you could be shot at by soldiers or civilians on the ground. Or you might be using a parachute that, for some reason, failed to open. If your plane was hit, your immediate survival depended on men like Dad, who had packed your chute. Your life was in their hands.

If and when you landed safely behind enemy lines, your first task was to gather up your parachute and hide it. Your second task was to avoid being captured. Along with a parachute, each member of the ten-man flight crew was issued a first-aid kit that was supposed to contain morphine and Benzedrine (but often didn’t), along with maps, foreign currency, a compass, and a “Mae West”—an inflatable life jacket worn around the neck. Some men who used their parachutes were rescued. Others became prisoners of war. Still others were killed by farmers or townspeople as soon as they landed.

When you talk to the men who flew in these planes, or you read about the harsh and freezing conditions they endured, even on missions that returned safely, it’s easy to understand why a mechanic, a cook, a driver, an ordnance man or a parachute rigger might be reluctant to talk about his experiences. “In my job I wasn’t in danger,” Dad told me. “German bombers would fly over, but they didn’t bomb our base when I was there.” For a while, a lone German plane flew over the base every night to bomb the runway; the men called its pilot Bedcheck Charlie, but he wasn’t considered much of a threat. When they went into London, however, Dad and his friends saw buzz bombs—jet-propelled armaments that the Germans sent over the Channel in swarms. They made a buzzing noise until, at a predetermined time, the engine shut off and the bomb fell to earth.

How did all this affect Dad? On the base, the ground crews and the air crews lived in separate quarters, and some of the flyers referred to ground crews—especially the officers—as paddle feet or pencil pushers. These were not terms of endearment. And what was it like for the ground crew when a plane failed to return? Or, in Dad’s case, did the plane crash at Ainsdale make these other questions irrelevant? Billy Suchocki told me that when Dad was in the army, he was popular, happy, and full of good humor. He was that way after the war, too, but I find it hard to believe that the crash didn’t affect him or change him in some fundamental way.

And what was life like at the air base? One thing is clear: everyone complained about the food, especially the powdered eggs, which were served from enormous cast-iron vats. There was no butter, just orange marmalade. The men had plenty of meat, at least in theory, but most of it was Spam, or imitations of Spam, which was baked, breaded, or fried until the Americans were sick of it in any form. Once, on a visit to London, Dad and his friends went into a restaurant and ordered Welsh rarebit—which is often pronounced rabbit—in the hope of finally enjoying a good meal. They expected rabbit, and were deeply disappointed when the waitress brought them a concoction made mostly of melted cheese. Another disappointment for Dad, and for many other young Americans, was that the excellent English beer was always served warm. Dad gave up beer altogether, which for him was a sacrifice; during the war, he made do with scotch and soda. When he came home he switched back, because, as he put it, “I couldn’t afford scotch on a beer budget.”

Because the bombing missions over Germany were so dangerous and so stressful, about halfway through their tours, flight crews were given a week of rest and recuperation at various rest homes, sometimes known as flak shacks, that were operated by the Red Cross. Here the men could relax out of uniform and were free to ride horses or play golf or tennis. The food was good, too, with bacon and fresh eggs for breakfast and steak and ice cream on the dinner menu. The Palace Hotel in Southport was the largest of the Eighth Air Force’s rest homes, and on the morning of October 25, 1944, a B-24 left Flixton to take some of the men for a well-deserved vacation on the other side of the country. Several others on board had completed their missions and were on their way home. There were a couple of other passengers as well. “They asked if anyone wanted to go,” Billy Suchocki said. “Your dad and I went along for the ride.”

The plane took off in mid-morning. Just before 1 P.M., the pilot, Donald Cheffer, circled the landing field at Birkdale and began his third and final approach. “Cheffer was told not to land,” Lloyd Furthmyer, a survivor, remembered. “The visibility would have made any sane man not land. There was a field twenty miles away where the conditions were good, but he was blockheaded and determined to land.”

Another survivor, named Bert Dice, recalled that he heard copilot Alva Tompkins shouting to Cheffer, “You’re too low, you’re too low!” Cheffer responded, “Shut up!” and banked sharply to the right—so sharply that the wing hit the ground and the plane flipped over. According to an eyewitness on the ground, “One of the wings went straight up in the air, and the next moment the plane was a mass of flames.” Cheffer, Tompkins, and five others were killed instantly. Three more men died the next day.
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