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            Prologue

            The Greatest Show on Four Wheels

         

         March 10, 1948: A Wednesday evening in New York City. The illuminated marquee looming over the entrance to Madison Square Garden promotes the evening’s featured attraction: BASKETBALL TONITE: KNICKS vs. ST. LOUIS BOMBERS.

         Inside the world’s most famous entertainment palace, a haze of cigarette smoke hangs over the basketball court, empty save for two referees in black-and-white-striped shirts with whistles around their necks. A ring of loudspeakers hanging from the rafters burbles with the sonorous tones of public-address announcer John F. X. Condon as he notifies the assemblage that an exhibition game between two teams of World War II veterans will precede the main event.

         What the near-capacity crowd of 15,561 spectators is about to witness is the most unusual form of basketball since 1891, when Dr. James Naismith invented the sport with a pair of peach baskets and a soccer ball.

         World War II had ended nearly three years previous, but the war was still uppermost in the thoughts of many Americans. More than sixteen million men and women—about 10 percent of the nation’s population—had served in the U.S. Armed Forces during the war. American casualties (dead and wounded) totaled one million, a number that exceeded the population of all but five U.S. cities. Everybody knew somebody who had participated in the most destructive conflict in human history.

         On the domestic front, the effort had been all-consuming. Americans bought war bonds, planted victory gardens, sent Red Cross parcels overseas to prisoners, rationed food and gasoline, conserved metal and paper, worked in munitions and aircraft factories, and memorized maps of the European and Pacific theaters. In the peace that followed, the public’s interest in veterans’ issues remained as high as the nearby Empire State Building. Moviegoers flocked to view The Best Years of Our Lives, So Proudly We Hail!, and Thirty Seconds Over Tokyo. Books about the war, from John Hersey’s Hiroshima to Norman Mailer’s The Naked and the Dead to James Gould Cozzens’s Guard of Honor, were published to prize-winning acclaim.

         The servicemen who took to the Garden hardwood that night were as extraordinarily ordinary as other veterans. They were the “mud-rain-frost-and-wind boys” that journalist Ernie Pyle celebrated in his Pulitzer Prize–winning columns from the front lines. They were “Willie and Joe,” as sketched by Bill Mauldin in his Pulitzer Prize–winning cartoons. They were your brother, your husband, your neighbor, your best friend from high school, your boss. They came from Paterson, New Jersey; Billings, Montana; Needham, Massachusetts; Brooklyn, New York; and the Boyle Heights section of Los Angeles. They were GI Joes and Dogfaces, Buck Privates and Mud Eaters, Leathernecks and Grunts.

         Except these veterans were different. All of them were permanently paralyzed from the waist down from injuries they’d incurred during the war. All of them were seated in slender metal wheelchairs. The home team was made up of patients at Halloran General Hospital on Staten Island; the visitors traveled to New York from Cushing General Hospital in Framingham, Massachusetts.

         When the game started, the chatter in the stands gave way to uneasy, muted murmuring. Halloran’s Jack Gerhardt was speeding around the court like racecar driver Mauri Rose cornering at the Indianapolis 500 when he collided with another player and spilled out of his chair. Matrons gasped and dabbed at their eyes with handkerchiefs; crusty sportswriters complained that the smoke from their Lucky Strikes was causing them to tear up.

         But after Gerhardt muscled his body back into his chair and demanded the ball, and after the Cushing crew brayed their displeasure at the officials—“Whatsamatta, ref, can’t you hear either?”—the mood inside the arena relaxed, and the fans began to cheer and whistle as if they were witnessing a miracle.

         Which, in many respects, they were. For millennia, paraplegia had been a death sentence that physicians were powerless to prevent. The life expectancy of soldiers with traumatic spinal-cord injuries during World War I was estimated to be about one year. But now, the wonders of modern medicine were promising hope, and paralyzed veterans like Gerhardt, a wiry paratrooper wounded at Normandy, could envision a future.

         How that future would unfold was less clear. People with severe disabilities were usually shunted off to institutions or hidden away in private homes. The barrier-plagued society accommodated only non-disabled people. There were no curb cutouts at the street corners of most American cities, no ramps leading to the entrances of office buildings. There were no handicapped parking spaces or kneeling buses, no homes with accessible toilets, showers, and doorways.

         That myopia extended to sports. Prior to World War II, playing sports was out of bounds for those with “crippled bodies,” a common phrase from the era and one that encompassed amputees and polio patients. The Paralympics didn’t exist. Neither did the Warrior Games or the Invictus Games. And, who in their right mind would consider racing the 26.2 miles of the Boston Marathon in a wheelchair?

         It turned out that thousands did. From the paraplegia wards of far-flung army and navy hospitals came a radical experiment: wheelchair sports. What started out as a fun diversion within the rehabilitation process soon turned into something more: spirited competition, yes, but also an avenue toward an independent life, an affirmation of a future, a diminution of stigma.

         When paralyzed veterans took wheelchair basketball out of hospital gymnasiums and into storied sports stadiums like Madison Square Garden, Boston Garden, Chicago Stadium, the Oakland Civic Auditorium, Los Angeles’s Pan-Pacific Auditorium, St. Louis’s Kiel Auditorium, and the Palestra in Philadelphia, they showed that they were not going to hide their condition behind closed doors. Their skill and moxie stirred a large section of the nation and, most importantly, they educated doctors, politicians, the media, business owners, and the general public about the latent value of people with disabilities.

         Just days after the game in Madison Square Garden, Newsweek plastered on its cover a photograph of Jack Gerhardt holding a basketball while sitting in his wheelchair. Non-disabled athletes using wheelchairs challenged the paralyzed veterans for on-court supremacy, and these teams, including the Knicks, the Boston Celtics, the Harlem Globetrotters, and top-ranked college squads, were handily defeated. Hollywood came calling to make a film about the men, starring the actor who that very evening was mesmerizing the audience at a Broadway theater a few blocks away from the Garden: Marlon Brando.

         During the war, servicemen and women in the Pacific and European theaters experienced the worst of humanity. They watched mortar bombs kill their buddies standing fifteen feet away, leaving behind only a pair of mud-encrusted boots. They witnessed the appalling horrors of the Nazi concentration camps after they freed tens of thousands of half-dead slaves. They saw the devastation wrought by the explosions of two atomic bombs.

         Now the war was over. Paralyzed veterans had sacrificed their glorious youth for their country and for freedom. They were alive, but their bodies and souls were damaged. They wanted no sympathy or special treatment. They simply wanted the opportunity to regain their sense of wholeness and to take their rightful place in society.

         This book tells the long-forgotten story of how three groups of courageous and unbreakable pioneers—paralyzed veterans from World War II; the doctors and physical therapists who created the rehabilitative treatments to keep them alive; and the educators and coaches who used sports to motivate them—came together to change their world and, in so doing, changed ours.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

            The Boys

         

         JOHNNY

         On a January night in 1938, Dessa Tippetts hurried to her seat inside the cavernous gymnasium on the campus of the University of Wyoming in Laramie. The slim sophomore wore her dark brown hair in a fashionable bob with a side part. Her eyes sparkled with verve as she peered down at the basketball court and caught sight of her boyfriend, Johnny Winterholler, lining up for the opening tip-off.

         Four thousand students, faculty members, friends, and local supporters—the largest crowd in the fourteen-year history of “Hell’s Half Acre” gym—buzzed with anticipation. The Cowboys were facing the University of Colorado, undefeated in Big Seven conference play and led by Byron “Whizzer” White, the future Rhodes scholar who later became an associate justice of the U.S. Supreme Court.

         White and the Buffaloes had traveled to Laramie the previous year and whipped Wyoming, even though Hell’s Half Acre was “worth about ten points to us in every game,” according to Winterholler’s teammate, Curt Gowdy, who went on to fame as a broadcaster. “The thin air at seven thousand feet, which we took for granted, left them breathless after a while.”1

         Cowboys coach Willard “Dutch” Witte directed Winterholler to spearhead the attack, and Wyoming took the lead, 19–16, in a nip-and-tuck first half. They held the margin in the second half as Johnny handled the ball and milked the clock in a nervy display of floor management. He tallied nine points, while White fouled out with one point. The fans counted down the final seconds of the hard-fought upset, 44–39.

         Johnny showered quickly, then hurried to meet Dessa outside the locker room. They walked together to the student union and joined center Lew Young and the rest of the team for an impromptu celebration. Johnny had ROTC duties early the next morning, so they agreed to call it a night.

         He escorted Dessa to the entrance of the women’s dormitory. They parted with a lingering kiss beneath the blackened sky that seemed to stretch to eternity, illuminated by a billion stars and the moon’s golden trail. Johnny wasn’t much for introspection, but as he strolled to his fraternity house on that Friday evening, he couldn’t help thinking how fortunate he was.

         Johnny had spent his boyhood dealing with tragedy and hardship. John’s parents, Carl and Marie, were Volga Germans from Russia who immigrated to America in 1912. In all, Marie gave birth nineteen times, with fourteen of her children reaching adulthood. Johnny arrived in 1916, the second of the clan to be born in the United States. He and his siblings spoke German at home and English at school. During and immediately after World War I, at a time when hamburgers were renamed “liberty sandwiches,” they faced scorn because of their familial roots.

         When Johnny was twelve, Carl Winterholler was killed in an automobile accident. Marie married a laborer at a local steel mill. Johnny and his stepfather fought, and when things didn’t improve between them, he was sent to live with an older sister in Wyoming. “It was during the Depression,” he recalled years later. “We had a big family, and I lived away from my folks because it was one less mouth to feed.”2

         The town of Lovell is located in northern Wyoming, just south of the Idaho border. With a population of about two thousand hardy souls when Johnny was a teen, the hardscrabble ranching community alternated between sixteen-hour days in the burst of summer and interminable winter nights.

         Sports was Johnny’s path to salvation. He excelled at baseball, but playing basketball with his brothers inside the heated school gym was a favorite winter pastime. When he wasn’t involved in sports, he hunted deer and elk and fished for steelhead trout in the cool, shimmering mountain streams of the Big Horn Basin.

         “[Moving to Lovell] was the beginning of my life,” he said. “Things just seemed to come together.”3

         Johnny clerked in a clothing store, picked crops, and roughnecked in the oil fields during the Depression years. Anything for a few bucks. At age sixteen, he made seven dollars a day, pretty good money for that time, and contributed five dollars from every paycheck to support the household. Though still underage, he enlisted in the National Guard, and earned a citation for good horsemanship.

         He met his life’s enduring love in high school. Dessa Tippetts was the daughter of a local rancher and his wife, Heber and Permelia, who lived on a large farm of several hundred acres about two miles outside of town. They grew corn and sugar beets; their cattle and sheep grazed on federal lands in the Big Horn Mountains. Her family was among the local Mormon settlers, but the young couple’s different religious affiliations (Johnny was raised Lutheran) didn’t interfere with their budding romance.

         Johnny admired her family’s stability and deep community roots. He and Dessa made for a striking couple dancing to “Pennies from Heaven” and “The Way You Look Tonight” at the chaperoned mixers. Dessa was serious-minded, but liked to laugh; they joked that she “only” had seven siblings. With brown eyes and brown hair and a dark complexion, Johnny reigned as the school’s most celebrated athlete. The “can’t miss” star was reportedly being scouted by the Boston Red Sox, the Washington Senators, and the St. Louis Cardinals, with their wizard of a general manager, Branch Rickey.4

         Instead, Johnny and Dessa enrolled at the University of Wyoming in the southern part of the state. Agile and muscular, the five-foot, eleven-inch, 185-pound wunderkind turned into an all-conference selection in baseball, basketball, and football. Sportswriters needed to consult their thesauruses to describe his stylings on the gridiron: “elusive,” “scampering,” “slippery,” “lightning-legged,” “piston legs,” “whirlwind,” “swivel-hips.” On the diamond, he batted .532 his junior season to lead the league and was called the “best defensive gardener” in the outfield.

         Johnny majored in geology and worked at a men’s clothing shop in Laramie. He and his younger brother pledged Phi Delta Theta. Within the fraternity, Johnny was known as a stern taskmaster. “Every young freshman that come in had to have an older man that kept him in line,” said basketball phenom Kenny Sailors, who was later credited with introducing the jump shot to the then-earthbound sport. “I didn’t take wearing a suit, coat, and a tie on Monday night [at dinner] too serious until I run into Johnny and he had a little paddle about [two feet long], and I took it pretty serious after I got hit a time or two.”5

         Winterholler paid for college with a scholarship from the Reserve Officer Training Corps (ROTC). He took compulsory classes in weapons training, held in the basement of Hell’s Half Acre, and mastered drill procedures. What began as an obligation to pay for school grew into something more. During his senior year, Winterholler was elected captain of the Scabbard and Blade, the military honor society.

         His ROTC scholarship came with an obligation. After graduation, Johnny was obligated to serve in the U.S. armed forces, which meant that he was unable to pursue a professional sports career immediately after graduation. He could only watch as his Colorado rival, “Whizzer” White, signed a lucrative contract with the Pittsburgh Pirates of the fledgling National Football League. (White later joined the navy.)

         Johnny had planned to join the army, and perhaps the Army Air Corps, but due to an apparent misunderstanding, the appointment was not tendered. In an unusual move, University of Wyoming president Arthur Crane intervened on Johnny’s behalf and sent an application for a commission in the Marine Corps directly to Major General Thomas Holcomb, the commandant of the Marine Corps.

         “In spite of the praise that has been showered upon him [for his sports success], he is a quiet, modest and earnest young man,” wrote Crane. “In school he has been entirely self supporting and in addition has helped two younger brothers…He is intensely interested in military matters, and I feel he should be an outstanding addition to your splendid Corps.6

         “Because there will be an increase in our defense forces due to present conditions in Europe, I would consider it a compliment to our University and Corps of Cadets if Mr. Winterholler’s application could be given favorable consideration,” Crane concluded.7

         Crane’s letter was persuasive, and Johnny’s application to the Marines was expedited. In the summer of 1940, after he and Dessa graduated from Wyoming, Johnny earned a commission as a second lieutenant. He was ordered to report to the Marine Corps Basic School at the Philadelphia Navy Yard for officers’ training. There, he studied mapping and tactics, including perimeter defenses and the protection of platoon flanks. He learned precepts of leadership and how to command troops while maintaining discipline and morale under the harshest conditions. He reviewed the code of conduct during warfare, including the Geneva Convention of 1929, signed by the United States, which laid out conditions for the treatment of prisoners of war.

         Winterholler completed Basic School in February of 1941 and was promoted to first lieutenant. He bade farewell to his family and to Dessa, who was staying on in Laramie to work at the student union.

         Their parting visit was achingly brief. She tried not to cry but could not contain her tears. They promised to write each other often and vowed to marry when he could send for Dessa to join him.

         On April 3, 1941, Johnny and others with the 1st Separate Marine Battalion left Mare Island Naval Shipyard, just north of San Francisco, aboard the USS Henderson. Their mission: to prepare for the defense of the Philippines in case war were to break out between the United States and Japan.

         
            *  *  *

         

         STAN

         The first time Stan Den Adel hiked to the top of Mount Tamalpais, just north of the newly opened Golden Gate Bridge, the natural world overwhelmed his senses.

         Towering redwood trees, native lupine wildflowers, cascading waterfalls, the crashing waves at Stinson Beach, a pack of lurking coyotes, the lingering scent of coastal sage. A red-tailed hawk surfed the airstream. Fog blanketed the Muir Woods below.

         Stan had always relished being outdoors—he was one merit badge away from earning the rank of Eagle Scout—but he’d never before experienced such rugged, wild majesty. He took a final panoramic gaze at the breathtaking vista before beginning his descent. He felt joyous to be alive.

         Stan and his family were recent transplants to Marin County in California. His father, Franz, came from Pella, Iowa, a prairieland community founded by Dutch settlers, and had fought in Europe during World War I. His mother, Francis, was an orphan who taught school in Pella before meeting and marrying Frank (as he was called). They kidded that, with their similar first names—Frank and Francis—they were destined to be together.

         They moved from Iowa to Oak Park, Illinois, ten miles west of Chicago’s Loop, where Stan was born on August 9, 1923. He and his younger sister, Shirley, benefited from a family friend’s benevolence and spent weekends exploring the city’s cultural sights: the Art Institute, the Museum of Science and Industry, the 1933–1934 World’s Fair.

         The family left Oak Park at the tail end of the Great Depression. Stan graduated from high school in Tucson, Arizona, where he showed off his Chicago basketball skills (although he acknowledged that Shirley was the better athlete). When Frank found work as a haberdasher in San Francisco, they settled just across the bay in the town of Corte Madera.

         There, Stan was smitten by the alluring woods that reached nearly into their backyard. He’d slip out of the house on Redwood Avenue in the morning or late afternoons after school and head toward Mount Tam. He timed his climbs to the summit and tried to beat his personal best.

         The U.S. Forest Service hired him on a temporary basis as a forest-fire fighter and to eradicate invasive blackberry plants in Yosemite National Park. It was backbreaking labor of the most unglamorous sort, and he fell asleep every night exhausted. But he’d found his calling. He enrolled in Marin Junior College, determined to pursue a full-time job with the U.S. Forest Service.

         It was the summer of 1941. Stan was eighteen years old, with a toothy grin below tousled brown hair and brown eyes. His future was as mapped out as the trails leading up to Mount Tam.

         
            *  *  *

         

         That summer, as baseball fans debated whether Ted Williams would break .400 and boxing aficionados speculated about Billy Conn’s chances against heavyweight champ Joe Louis, much of the world was at war.

         Germany’s blitzkrieg had steamrolled Western and Central Europe and, allied with Italy, faced only a desperate, resolute Britain. The Soviet Union had invaded Finland and was annexing neighboring territories west of its borders, in accordance with its non-aggression pact with Germany. Japan was pursuing its long-standing conflict against China and threatening to subsume other nations and territories in the Far East.

         The United States, though officially neutral, was preparing for war. Congress had passed the Selective Training and Service Act of 1940, signed into law that September by President Franklin D. Roosevelt. This led to the country’s first peacetime draft and required all men between the ages of twenty-one and thirty-five (later revised to ages eighteen to forty-five) to register with local draft boards. To qualify, men had to stand taller than five feet, weigh more than 105 pounds, and possess at least half of their teeth.

         In early 1941, Roosevelt signed the Lend-Lease Act. This allowed the United States to supply foreign nations—particularly Britain, but also the resistance movements in occupied countries—with food, military equipment, and arms, while skirting existing neutrality laws. Defense spending soared, the U.S. Armed Forces readied more active-duty personnel, and factories began churning out planes, tanks, ships, munitions, and supplies.

         Fighting Fascism in Europe with what Roosevelt called “the arsenal of democracy” was the president’s top priority. But, with U.S. and Allied interests and colonies scattered across the Pacific, he couldn’t ignore Japan’s militarism in the region. Tensions between the two sides ratcheted up after Roosevelt froze Japanese assets in the United States and closed the Panama Canal to Japanese shipping. The Allies also imposed an embargo to cut off Japan’s access to major sources of petroleum, steel, and iron. Japan responded by seizing control of French Indochina (known today as Vietnam) and signing the Tripartite Pact with Germany and Italy to form the Axis powers.

         Roosevelt and his military aides considered the Philippines to be the strategic cornerstone of the Pacific. The United States had gained control of the archipelago (as well as Guam and Puerto Rico) after its victory in the Spanish-American War of 1898. Located just 1,800 miles from Tokyo, and situated between the South China Sea and the Philippine Sea south of Taiwan, the Philippines formed a buffer between Japan and the rubber- and oil-rich territories of Indonesia, Singapore, and Malaya, controlled by the Dutch and the British.

         From his air-conditioned aerie atop the Manila Hotel, General Douglas MacArthur, commander of the U.S. Army Forces in the Far East, pooh-poohed the threat of war. “The Germans have told Japan not to stir up any more trouble in the Pacific,” he told reporter John Hersey, maintaining that Japan had “overspent itself” with its campaign against China.8

         “If Japan entered the war,” MacArthur continued, “the Americans, the British, and the Dutch could handle her with about half the forces they now have deployed in the Far East.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         GENE

         Gerald “Gene” Fesenmeyer shivered in the small bedroom he shared with two of his three brothers. It was five o’clock in the morning in the dead of winter in 1941. Outside it was dark as coal, but Gene knew the hogs were awake and eager for their chow.

         He pulled on layers of clothes over his long johns, wrestled into his boots, and grabbed his hat. He hauled buckets of slop over to where the hogs were penned and filled up their trough. They greeted him with wet snouts and their usual breakfast-time clamor and then ignored him in their frenzy to get to the food.

         He stared at their oversize bodies—the biggest were easily double his weight—while they munched and grunted contentedly. He swore quietly and returned to the house. A bowl of steaming oatmeal was his reward, and then he went out to finish the remainder of his morning chores.

         Gene was fifteen years old. He was born and raised in Shambaugh, Iowa, which he described as “a little know-nothing place” about five miles north of the Missouri state line. His father, Lester, farmed 160 acres with corn, wheat, and soybean crops. His mother, Bessie, cooked, sewed, washed clothes, and raised six children.

         They lived in a big old farmhouse without insulation. Snow blew into the house in the wintertime and formed snowdrifts inside the windows. There was no indoor plumbing. The outhouse was about one hundred feet off to the side of the house; nobody lingered there long when the temperature dropped below freezing. They took turns pumping water from the well.

         In high school, Gene played basketball and ran track, and he skated on the Nodaway River when it froze. Otherwise, work defined his life. He milked the cows, shoveled out the manure, put down new bedding for the livestock, and made sure there was plenty of wood for the potbelly stove. He managed the team of horses and, during the spring and summer, labored from sunup to sundown alongside them: plowing, tilling, and planting. He picked corn by hand, throwing each ear into the family’s wagon, and helped his father butcher the hogs in the yard.

         After school, he had a part-time job at the hardware store in Clarinda, the nearest town (population 4,905). When he wasn’t needed at his father’s farm, he hiked several miles to Grandfather Fesenmeyer’s spread and took care of his prize-winning Poland China hogs. One of them, nicknamed the “Black Bomber,” was so enormous that six kids climbed on his back to pose for a snapshot.

         Gene didn’t mind the drudgery, even during the bitter winters, but lugging slop for the hogs that pushed him around was one task he detested. He told his siblings and his classmates that he would leave Shambaugh, population 270, as soon as he could. He wanted to do something, accomplish something. He planned to wait until after he graduated from high school to figure out his next step. Maybe he’d make it all the way to Chicago, nearly five hundred miles away.

         Today, Saturday, offered brief respite from the daily grind. He had to work at the hardware store. Afterward, he was going to the movies at the Clarinda Theatre, “The Wonder Show Place of Iowa.” The feature film was Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, starring Spencer Tracy, Ingrid Bergman, and Lana Turner.9

         The date was December 6, 1941. Gene Fesenmeyer fingered the quarters in his pocket. He was ready for an adventure.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

            Prisoner in the Philippines

         

         Johnny Winterholler was part of the U.S. force sent to train the Philippine Army for battle. He was first stationed at Olongapo Naval Yard at Subic Bay in Luzon, the largest and most populous island of the Philippines. He had little time to play tourist in the “Pearl of the Orient.”

         He wrote home to Dessa at least once a week. He never commented about his military obligations except for a brief aside about doing some target practice with his pistol “to stay in shape for a future war or something.”1 Instead, he returned to one theme: his devotion to her.

         “Dessa Darling: I love you so much, it hurts. All I do is think of you all day long. You’re on my mind constantly. Sometimes I wish I weren’t a Marine and just have you and never leave you. Don’t ever get the idea my work means more than you. It doesn’t. You come first then my job.”2

         Another letter mentioned how much he was looking forward to seeing her the following summer: “Honey, July of ’42 can’t come around soon enough to suit me. When that time comes you are coming here if humanly possible. I can’t take a chance waiting another year after that. If I were to lose you then the fire would definitely go out… Honey, you and I are in for many good times if you will only be patient enough to wait for me. I know I can wait.”3

         On December 8, 1941, Johnny awakened at Cavite Navy Yard, located in Manila Bay, to news reports about the bombing of Pearl Harbor by the Japanese.

         Later that day, with less fanfare but with similar devastating results, Japan turned its attention to the Philippines. Its Zero fighters destroyed scores of the B-17s and P-40s that made up the U.S. Far East Air Force as they sat parked on the ground at Clark Field and Iba Field.

         President Franklin D. Roosevelt went before Congress and called the surprise attack “a date which will live in infamy.” He asked for and received a declaration of war against the Japanese Empire. Three days later, Germany and Italy declared war on the United States.

         The battle for control of the Pacific theater initially went badly for the Allies. Japan wrested control of the air and the sea and gobbled up Thailand, Burma, Indonesia, Malaya, as well as Shanghai and Hong Kong. Guam and Wake Island, both U.S. possessions, were also lost.

         The grim news grew worse as Japanese troops invaded Luzon from the north and the south. Winterholler and the 1st Separate Marine Battalion manned the anti-aircraft defenses at Cavite. Their three-inch batteries and .50-caliber machine guns were woefully inadequate to defend against Japan’s relentless air raids. They could only bear witness to the base’s destruction. Fires spread out of control and consumed the barracks, the power plant, ammunition supplies, and the USS Sealion, a submarine.

         As First Lieutenant Carter Simpson later wrote, “A toy pistol would have damaged their planes as much as we did.”4

         By Christmas, General Douglas MacArthur declared Manila an open city. He ordered his troops to retreat to the rough-hewn mountainous and jungle terrain of the Bataan peninsula. MacArthur withdrew his headquarters to Corregidor, an island situated two miles from the southern tip of Bataan. Winterholler and the 1st Separate Marine Battalion also evacuated to Corregidor, where they joined forces with the 4th Marine Regiment.

         Known as “The Rock,” Corregidor was nearly four miles long and a mile and a half wide at its broadest point. The tadpole-shaped island was a military fortress that protected the entrance to Manila Bay. Its imposing, if outdated, batteries featured coastal-defense guns and mortars, machine guns, and anti-aircraft artillery. Below ground was an elaborate network of bombproof tunnels built by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers to house personnel, ammunition supplies, and hospital facilities, all of which were connected by a small electric railroad. As long as the U.S. forces could hold the Gibraltar of the East, Japan would not be able to use Manila as a base of operations.

         MacArthur pinned his defense of the Philippines around hope: that promised reinforcements from the United States would arrive in time to stave off the enemy strikes. But with Roosevelt focused on the European theater, that support never came. Undermanned and undersupplied, with Japan’s air, naval, and ground forces effectively surrounding his men, MacArthur’s strategy was doomed.

         As the Japanese closed in on the Philippines, Roosevelt ordered MacArthur to abandon his post and leave Corregidor. He and his family escaped to Australia on March 11. Once in Melbourne, MacArthur issued his famous proclamation: “I shall return.”

         The Battling Bastards of Bataan held on for another month. Approximately 78,000 troops, including 12,000 Americans, surrendered on April 9. That left Corregidor to the mercy of Japan, which displayed none. For twenty-seven days and nights, the Rock was kept under constant artillery fire and aerial bombardments that destroyed most of the island’s defense capabilities, enervated morale, and depleted the supplies of ammunition, food, water, and medicine. When the ventilation system faltered, the stench of sweat, blood, and decaying human bodies became overwhelming.

         American and Filipino troops huddled within the stifling underground tunnels. They cursed “Dugout Doug” MacArthur and fought on. Winterholler drove a truck full of torpedoes into the water so that the Japanese couldn’t capture them. He helped the 4th Marines establish defenses against a beach invasion. When he learned that several wounded men were trapped in their anti-aircraft position, he gathered volunteers and moved the men to a more secure location.

         For his heroism, he was awarded the Silver Star and the Bronze Star with a V for Valor device. His commendation was reported in newspapers from Honolulu to Asbury Park, New Jersey. “Those who are personally acquainted with Johnny are not surprised at a citation of bravery,” sports columnist John Hendrickson wrote. “His character, undaunted courage, and outstanding ability as a leader of men have been outstanding characteristics of Johnny Winterholler in anything he has attempted in the past.”5

         Johnny and the approximately 12,000 other holdouts on Corregidor faced an enemy estimated at approximately 250,000. Half-starved and completely drained, beset by malaria, dysentery, and sleepless nights, they couldn’t withstand the aerial shelling and artillery assaults that erupted in endless waves. “The island was warped by the force of firepower,” according to historian John Glusman.6

         Finally, they could endure no more. The surrender came on May 6, 1942, signed by General Jonathan Wainwright IV.

         The Americans and the Filipinos had held out for four arduous months, an ordeal that cost the Japanese valuable time and resources. But for now, the Rising Sun ruled the Pacific, from the Aleutian Islands in the north to the Solomon Islands in the south—a stretch of nearly five thousand miles.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Immediately after the fall of Corregidor, U.S. Marine Corps Commandant Thomas Holcomb sent a Western Union telegram to Johnny’s mother, Marie Winterholler. The bureaucratic language brought her little comfort:

         
            The commandant U.S. Marine Corps regrets to advise you that according to the records of this headquarters your son FIRST LIEUTENANT JOHN WINTERHOLLER U.S. MARINE CORPS was performing his duty in the service of his country in the Manila Bay area when that station capitulated. He will be carried on the records of the Marine Corps as missing pending further information. No report of his death has been received and he may be a prisoner of war. It will probably be several months before definitive official information can be expected concerning his status. Sincere sympathy is extended to you in your anxiety and you are assured that any report received will be communicated to you promptly.7

         

         The first positive news about Johnny’s whereabouts came in August. Helen Summers, one of the twenty-two nurses who had escaped Corregidor via submarine before the surrender, told Dessa that Johnny “looked very well and was very cheerful” while taking part in the beach defense.

         Unbeknown to Dessa, his ordeal was just beginning. After their surrender, U.S. and Filipino troops were interned on the southern portion of Corregidor on a concrete-floored area located between the beach and its cliffs. For three days, they were given no food. Johnny was stripped of his possessions: a ring, a watch, and nearly $1,000 in cash.

         The prisoners were taken to Manila and herded through the city by mounted Japanese cavalrymen. Johnny was part of a large contingent that was transported in an overcrowded and overheated metal boxcar to the town of Cabanatuan in central Luzon, about eighty miles north of Manila, then marched five miles to POW Camp No. 1.

         The heat was wretched. There was no working water supply within the barbed-wire prison. The POWs were packed into dirty and primitive huts. Their captors did not follow the guidelines put forth by the Geneva Convention for the humane treatment of prisoners; they did not provide adequate accommodations, food, or medical care.

         Many Nippon officers felt only contempt for the prisoners in their charge. Under the command of Lieutenant Colonel Shigeji Mori, the guards meted out scant rations of rice for lunch and supper without meat or vegetables. Prisoners scrounged for something, anything, to eat: beetles, snakes, grass, discarded corncobs.

         Mosquitoes, flies, roaches, and rats contributed to a maelstrom of illness: dysentery, beriberi, malaria, scurvy, night blindness. Medicines that might have saved lives—quinine, sulfa tablets—were withheld.

         June and July were horrific months. As many as forty men died daily. Beatings for infractions large and small were common. When three officers were caught trying to escape, Johnny and the other captives were forced to watch their punishment. U.S. Army Lieutenant Colonels Lloyd Biggs and Howard Breitung and Navy civil engineer Lieutenant R. D. Gilbert were stripped of their clothing and tied to stakes with their hands behind their backs. Over the next forty-eight hours, they were beaten and whipped by Mori’s men while exposed to blistering heat and typhoon-like rains. Filipino farmers passing by were forced to take part.

         Finally, the three men were cut down, thrown into a truck, taken to a clearing, and executed. According to sworn statements from eyewitnesses, one of the three was decapitated.8

         Winterholler and other officers were confined to their quarters because they had shared the same barracks as the would-be escapees. They were not allowed to bathe or use the makeshift outdoor toilets. Johnny’s weight plummeted and his muscle strength deteriorated. He suffered from impaired hearing and beriberi, the latter caused by severe vitamin B-1 deficiency. He lost feeling in his feet. He later described this time as the “darkest and cruelest period during the internment.”9

         When he approached his captors and begged them to supply more food to the prisoners, he was told, “Think of your comrades who die on the battlefield. You should consider yourself fortunate to be alive.”10

         In October 1942, Mori sought volunteers to transfer to another POW camp. Figuring things couldn’t get any worse, Winterholler signed up to leave Cabanatuan. He wasn’t wrong, but only just.

         He and a thousand other American POWs were put on a squalid ship designed to accommodate approximately three hundred men. Two torturous weeks later, they arrived at Davao Penal Colony on the southeast coast of the island of Mindanao. It was here that Johnny Winterholler spent the last two months of 1942, all of 1943, and the first four months of 1944. Eighteen months in hell.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Davao Penal Colony, also known as DaPeCol, was a maximum-security prison set on a vast plantation. Major Kazuo Maeda ordered his prisoners—even those with malaria and temperatures of 103 degrees—to work in the surrounding fields and rice paddies from seven in the morning to six in the evening. He beat them when they fell.

         Though the food was initially an improvement over what had been available in Cabanatuan, it didn’t last. Soon, the Japanese cut back on the prisoners’ rations. The crowded barracks, overrun by rats, boiled with the fetid stink of urine, feces, mud, and rot.

         Lieutenant Colonel Richard Hunter, a veteran from World War I and the U.S. camp commander, selected Winterholler from the pool of officers to be the camp’s provost marshal. Johnny was put in the difficult position of supervising the prisoners, some of whom were involved in pilfering and petty thievery inside the prison. He created a military police force to maintain order and conduct daily inspections. He also worked with the mess officer to set up a feeding system for the camp’s two thousand prisoners. His hunting skills came in handy when he was given permission to shoot water buffalo to supply meat for the guards and then supervise the butchering.

         “To portion out the diminishing supply of food and turn away a starving buddy who might have asked for a second helping of rice was tough,” he later said.11

         He also witnessed the daring escape of ten U.S. servicemen and two Filipino convicts from the supposedly escape-proof prison. According to author John D. Lukacs, Captain Austin Shofner of the 4th Marines considered asking Winterholler, a friend, to join them. They were hoping to connect with the Philippine resistance movement, with the ultimate goal of informing the U.S. government about the Bataan Death March and the inhumane conditions within the POW camps. Due to concerns about Johnny’s declining physical condition, Shofner decided not to ask Johnny to accompany them.12

         The helplessness the prisoners experienced was as mentally draining as the harsh punishments and the bleak environment. Some men, despondent, went stir crazy and attacked the guards; others shut down and ceased speaking. Most tried to cling to hope and talked ceaselessly about food: their most memorable meals, favorite restaurants, favorite foods, favorite desserts, favorite way to eat eggs, favorite Christmas and Thanksgiving feasts. Perhaps their happiest moment came with the arrival of Red Cross boxes filled with soap, sardines, chocolate bars, and other familiar goodies from home.

         Johnny had always avoided cigarettes. But, in the concentration camp, he started smoking to pass the time and assuage hunger pangs. Amid the stench and the coughing of the men around him, he occasionally let his mind wander to sweeter memories: dancing cheek-to-cheek with Dessa, fishing and hunting with his brothers in Wyoming.

         Not long after his arrival at Davao Penal Colony, the Marine Corps informed Marie Winterholler that Johnny’s official status had changed. Her son was no longer missing in action; he was “in the hands of the enemy.” The news that Johnny was a POW sparked cautious joy throughout Wyoming.

         Dessa wrote to the Prisoner of War Information Bureau. Identifying herself as Johnny’s fiancée, she requested permission to write him. Soon dozens of letters in her neat handwriting crossed the Pacific in care of the International Red Cross. She had no way of knowing if Johnny was actually getting her letters, but the mere act of writing them made her feel connected to him.

         She wrote that she’d been promoted to manager at the student union in Laramie. She wrote about Marie’s health and her family’s farm in Lovell. She wrote that three of Johnny’s brothers—Phil, Al, and Hank—were seeing action in the war.

         The most astonishing, stop-the-presses news was about the University of Wyoming’s basketball team. Led by Kenny Sailors, Johnny’s fraternity brother, they went 31–2 during the 1942–43 season and won the NCAA championship in New York City. Two days later, the Cowboys defeated St. John’s, the National Invitation Tournament winner, in a benefit game at Madison Square Garden that netted more than $24,000 for the American Red Cross’s War Fund.13

         The University of Wyoming was now the best collegiate basketball team in the land for the first and only time in the school’s history. For his efforts, Sailors won the Chuck Taylor Award as the country’s most outstanding college basketball player.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Dessa kept writing to Johnny even though she received no reply. She fretted about his fate as details of the cruel treatment of U.S. soldiers inside the Japanese POW camps began to circulate in the States. (These accounts were initially censored by the government so as not to alarm the American public.) There were multiple published reports that Johnny had taken part in the Bataan Death March. This was untrue, but Dessa had no way of knowing that.

         Meanwhile, Johnny’s health worsened. After developing malaria in the summer of 1943, he was placed for several months in the crude hospital for prisoners. He recovered enough to return to his barracks, but relief was only temporary.

         During the night of March 20, 1944, Winterholler found that he could no longer move his legs. Minimal portions of rice and gruel, the lack of vitamins, protein, minerals, and other nutrients, and a series of infectious diseases with names that sounded like tropical drinks had desecrated the body of the finest athlete Wyoming had ever produced. The man with the “swivel hips” and “piston legs” did not have the strength to get out of bed, much less walk or stand unaided.

         Doctors in the POW hospital diagnosed him with polio. It was later determined that blood vessels in his spinal cord had ruptured spontaneously, producing a hematoma that pressed against the spinal cord and rendered him paralyzed from the waist down. An operation to relieve the pressure likely would have averted permanent damage, but the inadequate facilities and the foul conditions at Davao Penal Colony made such a procedure impossible to consider.

         When he didn’t get better within a month, when he understood that his condition might be permanent, Winterholler readjusted his mental outlook. He didn’t despair or succumb to self-pity. He didn’t lament that he would not be able to roam the outfield for the St. Louis Cardinals.

         He concentrated on surviving and on home as word spread via the bamboo telegraph that the United States was gaining supremacy over Japan. Johnny and the other prisoners could tell by the way the guards acted that the reports were probably accurate. The U.S. military’s island-hopping strategy in the Pacific that started at Guadalcanal was proving successful, with the Gilbert and the Marshall Islands, and then the Marianas, falling to American forces. Fleets of B-29 bombers were now capable of reaching Japan’s major cities, including Tokyo and Osaka, and destroying factories, railroads, airfields, and bases.

         With MacArthur pushing to regain the Philippines, the Japanese vacated Davao Penal Colony. They moved all of their prisoners to the north, either to Japan or to more secure locations in the Philippines.

         On June 6, 1944, D-Day in Europe, Johnny was blindfolded, loaded onto a stretcher, tied wrist-to-wrist along with some 1,250 other prisoners, and taken by truck to Lasang. Wearing only a G-string, he was carried onto an old freighter called the Yashu Maru.

         He was crammed into an airless coal bunker. Another prisoner, an army doctor named Calvin Jackson, stashed the secret diary he’d been writing inside Winterholler’s loincloth, figuring the guards wouldn’t search there.

         Wrote Jackson: “I told [Johnny] if he messed up my diary he would be a goner.” (Jackson’s account, based on the smuggled diary, was published years later.)14

         The hell ship meandered north equipped with two wooden buckets as a latrine for the exhausted and diseased prisoners. At Cebu City, they were transferred to another hell ship called the Singoto Maru. The circulation of a Red Cross box to each prisoner staved off hunger, but little else. Johnny watched Lieutenant Willard Weden collapse from heat prostration and die, one of many casualties on that journey. Another prisoner went mad and had to be chained to a post.

         Nearly three weeks after leaving Davao Penal Colony, they arrived in Manila. They docked across the bay from where Johnny had been captured on Corregidor back in 1942. The POWs were taken to Bilibid Prison in the heart of the city.

         Built by the Spanish in the nineteenth century, the facility had been condemned as unsanitary by the American authorities before the war. A twenty-foot-high cement wall covered with charged electrical wires encircled the penitentiary. Atop the wall stood Japanese soldiers holding machine guns. Along the walls were freshly dug graves.

         Johnny was confined to the POW hospital. He had pneumonia and bedsores on his back and right hip; he was unable to control his bladder or bowels, and he had no feeling in his legs. After enduring a daily ration of approximately 840 calories for more than a year, he weighed 115 pounds, down from his playing weight of 185 pounds.

         The struggle to live, to survive the atrocities, was a breath-by-breath process. One morning, he noticed that the sloughing crater of a bedsore on his hip was attracting a line of ants that were scurrying up and down his numb leg. He peered at the wound and saw that the rapacious army had eaten away the rotting flesh, leaving behind a clean wound.

         He grimaced. Some good news at last.

         In fleeting moments, he felt fortunate that he was so sickly. Prisoners who could walk were being shipped to Japan to work as slave laborers. Many of them died because the Japanese refused to carry flags or markers on their ships to signify that prisoners were on board. In one instance, when the USS Shark submarine torpedoed and sank an unmarked Japanese freighter in the South China Sea, nearly 1,800 POWs died (including Lieutenant Colonel Hunter, the camp commander at Davao Penal Colony).

         Reprieve from almost certain death came in late October 1944, when General MacArthur led an amphibious invasion of the central island of Leyte. The naval and air fight that ensued in Leyte Gulf effectively destroyed the remnants of Japan’s Navy and allowed U.S. forces to advance toward Luzon.

         On February 3, 1945, artillery fire and aerial bombing heralded the onslaught of the U.S. Army. The 1st Cavalry Division were the first troops to enter Manila, followed closely by the 37th Division. MacArthur had finally returned.

         Inside Bilibid, the prisoners watched their captors open the gates and flee into the city. The healthiest prisoners gathered together in the central courtyard to greet their liberators. Rear elements of the 37th Division arrived the next day, surprised to find that the Japanese had abandoned the prison and its approximately 800 POWs and 450 civilian prisoners.

         Johnny lay on a stretcher in the hospital ward. He had been held captive for nearly a thousand days. He was covered in rags so worn that it was impossible to determine their original color. He could smell smoke from buildings that had been set afire by Japanese demolition squads. Manila was burning.

         Next to him sat a stack of Dessa’s letters, 154 of them, delivered by the Red Cross. Somehow, they’d caught up with him here, in this crumbling old penitentiary in the Pearl of the Orient.

         Johnny stared at her familiar handwriting. He tried to imagine what she’d written him about over these many months. All the birthday celebrations, the Christmas and Thanksgiving holidays, the movies she watched, the friends she spoke to. He pictured her red-cheeked face against the starry Wyoming sky.

         The letters sat unread. He wasn’t ready.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

            The Battle of the Bulge

         

         Stan Den Adel was eighteen years old when Pearl Harbor was attacked in 1941. That moment irrevocably altered the trajectory of his life just as it changed the lives of so many other Americans. His dream of working in the great outdoors and pursuing a career as a National Park ranger was put on hold.

         In early 1943, Stan was drafted into the army. He scored well on an aptitude test during basic training and was selected to enroll in the newly launched Army Specialized Training Program (ASTP). This was designed to teach a concentrated and accelerated curriculum to 140,000 of the brightest recruits, including future secretary of state Henry Kissinger, U.S. senator Bob Dole, authors Gore Vidal and Kurt Vonnegut, actor-comedian Mel Brooks, and New York City mayor Ed Koch.

         “The Army has been increasingly handicapped by a shortage of men possessing desirable combinations of intelligence, aptitude, education, and training in fields such as medicine, engineering, languages, science, mathematics, and psychology, who are qualified for service as officers of the Army,” General George C. Marshall noted.1

         Stan enrolled at the University of California, Berkeley, to study medicine, assured that he would be able to attend Officer Candidate School after graduating from the ASTP. In addition to taking his regular course load, he was required to wear an army uniform and take five hours per week of military instruction. Many of his peers were already overseas in the thick of it, and Stan felt guilty whenever he strolled past the campus’s eucalyptus grove and entered the Life Sciences Building, or when he grabbed coffee with pals Al Armstrong and A. K. George. He consoled himself with the thought that getting a college education and attending officer school would make him a valuable asset in the war effort.

         Den Adel completed two semesters at Berkeley before the army abruptly changed course. The desperate need for combat replacement troops in Europe and the Pacific, as well as internal bickering within the War Department about ASTP’s usefulness, led to the program’s demise in early 1944. Stan never got the opportunity to go to Officer Candidate School.

         Instead, he was ordered to report to Camp Cooke, some 250 miles south of San Francisco, and join the 11th Armored Division. From March until early September of 1944, Stan and fellow ASTPer Al Armstrong trained with the more experienced soldiers from the 11th Division who’d been conducting field exercises in Louisiana and the California desert before moving to Camp Cooke. Stan relished exploring the natural splendors of California’s central coast, but he complained about the boredom. Patrol duty meant ensuring that Japanese spies didn’t try to land on the beaches near Santa Barbara, a not-so-dangerous threat in the summer of 1944.

         His stint at Camp Cooke was interrupted by the death of his father. Frank Den Adel had been working for the Western Ocean Division of the Army Corps of Engineers in Sausalito when he developed pneumonia and died. Stan was close to his father and mourned his sudden loss. He vowed to remember the one bit of career advice his father offered him: don’t ever choose to be a banker.2

         In September, Stan penned goodbye letters to his mother and sister and boarded a Pullman sleeper car for Camp Kilmer, New Jersey. En route to the embarkation hub, Stan and Al debated where they were going next: Italy? France? The Balkans?

         His last moments on American soil were fleeting: peering up at the USS Hermitage from the pier, hearing his name called out loud, shouldering a stuffed duffel bag, walking up the gangway. He saluted the Statue of Liberty as it disappeared in the distance and the Hermitage joined a convoy of troopships.

         Midway across the Atlantic, their destination became known: the harbor city of Southampton, England. From there they were shuttled to the village of Tisbury, which Stan described as a “two pub-sized town.” They camped in Quonset huts in the woodlands of an old country estate and trained for their coming assignment in Europe.3

         
            *  *  *

         

         For the next two months, as the D-Day push by the Allies reached an ominous lull, Stan hiked daily in the rolling fields of the Salisbury Plain, a chalk plateau near Stonehenge, bursting in autumnal shades of red, gold, and green. He reveled in the thatched-roof cottages, the ruins of ancient castles, the tiny village pubs with their dartboards and strange-tasting brews. He could almost forget that the war was still raging.

         His idyll lasted until mid-December. Stan and the 11th Division crossed the English Channel at around the same time that Adolf Hitler was mounting a desperate charge along the Western Front. Hitler aimed to smash the Allies in the Ardennes Forest, along a seventy-five-mile stretch in Luxembourg and southeast Belgium, before turning north to seize the port city of Antwerp. Hitler believed that, if the strike were to succeed, the war would turn in Germany’s favor and, perhaps, force the Allies to the bargaining table apart from the Soviet Union.

         The thickly forested terrain of the Ardennes seemed an unlikely site to stage such an attack, especially with winter approaching. But the element of surprise paid off when German troops and Panzer tanks penetrated a thinly held sector of the American line and created a significant “bulge” in their position.4

         Hitler’s ploy forced a hasty change of plans among the Allies. General George Patton, in command of the U.S. Third Army, raced north to attack Germany’s southern flank. The 11th Armored was ordered to the front to support the counter-thrust.

         Torrential rains and freezing temperatures greeted the troops upon their arrival in France. Stan spent the first night huddled inside a leaky pup tent outside of Cherbourg. He managed to snooze in the back of a half-track the next morning as the miles-long caravan of vehicles moved southward. It took several days for the entire division—thousands of soldiers and their rolling stock of jeeps, scout cars, tanks, 6x6 cargo trucks, mortars, cannons, antiaircraft guns, .50-caliber machine guns, and other assorted weaponry, plus ammunition and fuel—to assemble at the airport strip outside Rennes.

         Stan and “C” Company were sent toward the city of Sedan, in France, and then into Belgium under blackout conditions. Their instructions were to stop the Germans from reaching Liège, where vital supplies of gasoline were stored. They spent the days after Christmas outside the village of Neufchâteau, probing and searching for the enemy on the main road linking Sedan and Bastogne.

         The temperature plummeted. Many soldiers suffered from frostbite. Others threw off their boots, wrapped their frozen feet in blanket strips, and stuffed them into overshoes. They covered themselves in white bedsheets for camouflage in the snow.

         On New Year’s Eve day, “C” Company escorted six tanks toward the village of Magerotte, northwest of Bastogne. The infantrymen, separated from one another by about ten feet, formed a skirmish line and entered a dense forest of mature pine trees standing in perfect rows. The forbidding woods were silent except for the sound of crunching snow underfoot.

         A muffled pop broke the spell. “Shoe mine,” were the whispered words that passed down the line. They re-formed and made sure to tread in the footsteps of the soldier directly in front of them.5

         They exited the woods and headed warily down a sloping pasture near the hamlet of Acul. In the distance stood a prosperous-looking farmhouse. Without warning, the Germans rained mortar shells on them. Soldiers next to Stan were torn asunder by shrapnel. Warm blood spilled onto white snow. The word spoken now, loudly, was “Medic!”

         Stan and A. K. George, his foxhole buddy, picked up a .30-caliber machine gun that had been abandoned and fired rounds at the enemy. Then they ran like hell for shelter. Sixty-ton German Tiger tanks opened fire and pummeled them. Dead soldiers draped the sides of burnt-out tanks.

         In the chaos of battle, one platoon member carrying a machine gun on his shoulder had it catch on a snow-laden branch, triggering a burst of gunfire that killed a fellow soldier and wounded another.

         They fell back to the surrounding ridge. Heavy snow was falling. Stan and A.K. chiseled into the ice-covered turf to dig a foxhole so deep that their helmets were slightly below ground level when they sat down facing each other.

         Exhausted and near frozen, they realized that they hadn’t eaten since breakfast—twelve hours earlier. Stan ducked out to forage and managed to scrounge a one-gallon can of frozen corned beef hash. They chewed on icy chunks of the pinkish stuff and shivered in the black night. Thus they rang in 1945.6

         
            *  *  *

         

         The Battle of the Bulge was costly. The Americans suffered approximately 75,000 casualties (killed, wounded, or missing), according to the U.S. Army Center of Military History, while Germany sustained some 100,000 casualties.7 By the end of January, the Allies had closed the bulge and regained control of the Western Front. Patton and the Third Army soon breached the Siegfried Line, Germany’s fortified defensive system built along its western borders, and drove toward the Rhine River. The Germans were on the run.

         Stan and his squad celebrated the milestone with a private moment. Grimy and exhausted, sporting weeks’ growth of facial hair, they left the front lines for the rear area and, for the first time since leaving England, took showers and shaved.

         The respite didn’t last long. On March 6, back in the fray, Stan was wounded when a machine-gun barrel swung around in its swivel and coldcocked him in the nose, knocking him out. His face, he recalled later, was left “a bloody mess.” Medics stitched up what he described as an “inconsequential” injury, and he spent several days at a convalescent hospital in Metz, France. By now, he had earned his sergeant’s stripes.8

         He caught up with the rapidly moving “C” Company in Oppenheim, Germany, in time to cross the Rhine on a pontoon bridge and to storm into Bavaria. They met spasmodic and stubborn opposition: from isolated forays by Luftwaffe planes to intense, brief firefights with German soldiers in the villages they traversed.

         When the 11th Armored Division entered the town of Zella-Mehlis, its soldiers found hundreds of foreign slave laborers forced to manufacture parts for Walther pistols and other small arms in a munitions plant. Stan celebrated alongside the newly liberated workers, who were joyous for their freedom and ecstatic to welcome their rescuers.

         It was increasingly obvious that the war was winding down. Rumors abounded that the 11th Armored, by now the easternmost division of the U.S. Army, would soon meet up with its Soviet counterparts moving west. On April 28, news alerts announced that Benito Mussolini, the deposed Italian Fascist dictator, had been executed. Two days later, Hitler committed suicide inside his command bunker in Berlin. Most of the German soldiers they happened upon were prisoners marching desultorily. Stan started to believe that he was going to make it home unscathed.

         On the morning of April 30, “C” Company took the lead on the road toward the village of Wegscheid on the German-Austrian border. A shot-up armored car, abandoned and still smoking, confirmed earlier reports that the Germans had maintained a strong presence in the vicinity. The 11th Armored knew it had a fight on its hands.

         Artillery pounded the hilltop town for twenty minutes, and P-47 Thunderbolts bombed and peppered the enemy position. “C” Company dismounted from their half-tracks and left the protection of the forest to advance in a skirmish line toward a barren, upwardly sloping field leading to Wegscheid, perhaps one thousand yards ahead. Several tanks supported their right flank.

         They stepped carefully. There was no resistance for two hundred yards. Then, from inside the damaged homes and cellars came nonstop automatic-weapon fire. Stan threw himself to the ground and prepared to return fire. But when he saw the tanks abruptly halt and reverse direction, he knew it was time to withdraw immediately.

         Stan dashed pell-mell for cover as machine guns strafed the field. Just as he reached the woods, he was shot in the back.

         He fell to the ground. He attempted to get up and resume running, except he found he could not move his legs. Time seemed to simultaneously stop and speed up. He heard his platoon lieutenant and squad leader call for help. His breath came in jagged bursts. He was trapped in place.

         Stan felt himself being lifted up by his collar and dragged from danger. He watched himself being loaded onto a jeep and whisked to an aid station, then taken to a field hospital. He was shot up with morphine.

         Inside a large tent, surgeons began removing bone fragments and shrapnel from his back. He felt no pain, but he was angry that they had to slice open his field jacket to operate on him. The darn thing was brand new!9

         Stan later heard that the 11th Armored took revenge by clearing out Wegscheid with a massive fusillade. A final push took them to Linz, in Austria, where they encountered the dead and the half-dead inside the Mauthausen concentration camp. Eventually, they met up with the Red Army. They had traveled approximately 1,600 miles—1,600 combat miles—since landing in Cherbourg in December, a phenomenal pace.

         Exactly one week after Stan Den Adel was shot and left permanently paralyzed, Germany surrendered. On May 9, World War II in Europe officially ended.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4

            Okinawa

         

         Gene Fesenmeyer was fifteen, still underage for the draft, when the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor. He wanted to join the fight right away, so he signed up for the Iowa state guard. He followed every skirmish in the newspapers and watched the black-and-white newsreels at the movie theater.

         “I was eager to fight,” he said. “I wanted to get in there and kill. All we wanted to do was go kill Japs.”

         Gene skipped school to enlist in the Marine Corps Reserve in March of 1944. His parents had to sign a consent form because he was seventeen. At five-foot-nine and 131 pounds, with hazel eyes and a ruddy complexion, he looked even younger.

         On June 26, 1944, the day he graduated from Clarinda High School, Gene grabbed his diploma and bounded from the stage to catch a Burlington Trailways bus for Omaha, Nebraska. He didn’t want to be late for his induction ceremony. That same night, he departed for San Diego to undergo basic training.

         Military life agreed with Gene: the uniform, the drills, the camaraderie, and particularly the three steady meals. He gained weight in camp. “The training for combat was easy,” he said, compared to working from dawn to dusk on the farm in Shambaugh.

         He completed an eight-week course as a rifleman, alternating between the M1 Carbine and the Browning Automatic Rifle (BAR). He was an excellent shot—all that time spent hunting with his brothers had paid off—and was assigned to carry a BAR into battle. Designed by firearms pioneer John Browning, the gas-operated BAR weighed a hefty twenty-one pounds. The load grew heavier with the dozen twenty-round magazines that Gene was expected to carry in a belt around his waist. But the BAR was also portable, reliable, and fully automatic.

         In the dusty hills above Camp Pendleton, north of San Diego, Gene and three hundred other infantrymen from the 1st Division were training for one mission: the invasion of the home islands of Japan, with the first phase scheduled to begin in late 1945. Predictions of Allied casualties in what the military was calling Operation Downfall—and others were dubbing “planned Armageddon”—ranged from fifty thousand to one million servicemen.1

         Gene was young, but he wasn’t naïve. He recognized that his chances of surviving the operation were slim. “We would’ve been the guys who went in,” he said later, “and we would’ve been killed. They were raising us as nothing more than cannon fodder. My war was [going to] end with one thing.”

         By the fall of 1944, Japan was resisting the inevitable with the desperation of a cornered bobcat. Places that few Americans had ever heard of before Pearl Harbor—Tarawa, Peleliu, Iwo Jima—became notorious for the enormous number of casualties sustained by both sides. As U.S. forces inexorably tightened their hold in the Pacific, Fleet Admiral William “Bull” Halsey described his tactics this way in a Time magazine cover story: “Kill Japs, kill Japs, and then kill more Japs.”2

         Gene and the Third Battalion of the 1st Marine Division shipped overseas on the USS Wharton troop transport in November of 1944. En route, they stopped at Pavuvu, the largest of the Russell Islands. It had been the site of a ferocious battle with heavy fatalities and was now a jumping-off place for U.S. combat units in the Pacific. They moved on to Guadalcanal for large-scale field maneuvers and landing exercises.
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