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FOREWORD




They say that nothing in this universe happens by accident. That includes the writing and creation of this book. How the author got inspired to collect these stories and share them with the world is no more an accident of fate than are the stories inside this book themselves. It was almost as if they had a life of their own and were waiting for the author to gather and harvest them.

When Chuck (author Charles W. Sasser) e-mailed me and then talked to me on the phone about his project, the timing could not have been better. I had a similar project in mind and had gathered dozens of stories for a book about the spiritual experiences of men in combat. I was recovering from a heart attack and it was not certain I would have the time and energy to complete this holy task. My goal was simply to gift these stories to the world so they would inspire others. I soon realized that Chuck’s goal and mine were forged of the same intentions; thus a spiritual partnership of sorts was formed. I gave him my blessings and all my contacts, and access to any of my own personal experiences he chose to write about. (Some of these accounts appear in Chapters 11 and 14.)

What is inside these pages represents the faith and courage of men whom both of us knew and learned about. Every one of the stories presents evidence that God’s amazing grace exists in great abundance in those who are open to His loving and protective arms. A simple battlefield prayer, the cry of a wounded or dying soldier is heard and honored more than most realize. I hope that when you read the personal accounts and experiences of these men you will find inspiration in your own life battles and know that miracles continue to happen to those who have faith.

I know many of the men mentioned in this book on some personal level and believe that each of their stories is sacred and holy. They share them for the same reason that Chuck wrote this book—to inspire each of you on your own “spiritual journey” through life.

Reverend Bill McDonald
 Author, A Spiritual Warrior’s Journey









INTRODUCTION




There are, according to an old saying, no atheists in foxholes. Even atheists and freethinkers find compelling reasons to seek spiritual solace whenever bombs start falling and bullets flying. U.S. Marine Sergeant Leland Belknap, who fought in the South Pacific during World War II, didn’t believe “there were very many of us who didn’t do a lot of praying up there. The only atheist that I knew said he would not pray when he got up front. The first night he came crawling over to the man he had said that to and they prayed together.”

The presence of faith is exceptionally strong in the armed forces, especially during wartime when soldiers face the prospect of dying. Hardship and horror, fear, loneliness, and rage have driven warriors over the centuries to reach for their spiritual side. The battlefield, as author Stephen Mansfield notes, is as much a test of faith as it is a test of arms.

In 1991, I was a U.S. Army first sergeant for a military police company preparing to ship overseas for Operation Desert Storm, the first Iraq war. The night before my outfit emplaned, a chaplain conducted services and passed out pocket Bibles and little silver crosses. Virtually every MP in the company wore his cross on his dog tag chain until the war ended. I still have mine.


I served twenty-nine years in the military (active and reserve), including thirteen years as a Special Forces (Green Beret) soldier. I heard hundreds of stories of spirituality, conversion, and, yes, miracles from the battlefield. It finally occurred to me that one important aspect of combat has rarely been explored—that of the spiritual and how soldiers at war turn to it. I began soliciting such tales from warriors old and young. The result is this book, a chronicle about soldiers at war, but a war story with a deeper turn to it.

Many may rationalize or attempt to offer other explanations for spiritual conversions or metaphysical experiences in battle, but to those who lived them they are and will always remain real. Here, then, are the incredible war stories of soldiers whose faith has been born, reborn, tested, sustained, verified, or transformed under fire.

I would also like to take this opportunity to thank all the fine men and women who participated in reliving their personal experiences, filling in the gaps of history, and sharing the stories that appear in these pages. Their help in the monumental task of researching and writing this book made a difficult project an enjoyable experience.

Particular thanks also go to longtime editor and friend Kevin Smith at Pocket Books, and to editor Kathy Sagan, who helped launch this project and see it through fruition; to my literary agent and friend Ethan Ellenberg, who has guided and directed my writing career for over twenty years; and, as always, to my wife, Donna Sue, for her patience and understanding.

Actual names are used throughout except in those rare instances where names were lost due to either memory loss or a lack of documentation, where privacy was requested, or where public identification would serve no useful purpose and might cause embarrassment.

In various instances dialogue and scenes have necessarily been recreated. Time has a tendency to erode memory in some areas and selectively enhance it in others. Where this occurs, and where only limited materials were available, I strive to match personalities with the situation and the action while maintaining factual content, using my own extensive military and combat experience as a guide. The recounting of some events, therefore, may not correspond precisely with the memories of everyone involved. In addition, all data has been filtered through the author. I must therefore apologize to anyone omitted, neglected, or somehow slighted in the preparation of this book. I take responsibility for such errors and ask to be forgiven for them.

While I am certain to have made interpretational mistakes, I am just as certain that the content of this book is accurate to the spirit and reality of all the brave people who participated in the events described in this book.

Charles W. Sasser










1

FAITH


For verily I say unto you, If ye have faith as a grain of mustard seed, ye shall say unto this mountain, Remove hence to yonder place; and it shall remove; and nothing shall be impossible to you.

—MATTHEW 17:20






Soldiers in the Vietnam War scrawled slogans on their helmet covers, these according to the temperament and sentiments of the individual. Catchphrases such as “Kill! Kill! Kill!” and “Kill ’Em All, Let God Sort ’Em Out” were popular for those soldiers who were new in-country and had not yet confronted the reality of combat. Helmet graffiti changed dramatically as newbies became veterans. Crude inked-in Christian crosses appeared, along with “You and Me, God” and “Yea I Walk Through the Valley of the Shadow of Death.”

It should not be surprising that soldiers turn to God to bring reason to chaos and sanity to madness when they live with death all around them. One reporter embedded with American troops in Iraq in 2004 asserted that not a single soldier he’d talked to was not seeking a stronger connection to God. Scorched by the fires of war, many warriors discover faith that has been missing from their lives. Others gain a greater sense of God. Few are not in some way touched by the supernatural as they struggle for understanding, comfort, and protection.

“In my…experience,” noted Arthur Kammerer, 102nd Infantry Division, World War II, “I’ve seen [combat] make killers out of some, cowards of some, Christians of most.”

Army Private Paul Curtis may have said it best. After being pinned down at Anzio, Italy, in May 1944, he tried to explain combat in a letter to his brother.

“It’s beyond words,” he wrote. “Take a combination of fear, anger, hunger, thirst, exhaustion, disgust, loneliness, homesickness, and wrap that all up in one reaction…. It’s a comfort to know there’s One Who is present at all times and…ready to help you through…. Without faith [in God], I don’t see how anyone could stand this.”


MARINE LANCE CORPORAL NATHAN JONES,

Vietnam, 1968

Just another day in ’Nam. “Death Defying Delta” Company, redubbed by “Chargin’ Charlie” Company as “Dyin’ Delta,” moved out of Camp Evans in the late afternoon and slogged at a forced pace down the dusty road toward the village of Cam Lo some five klicks (kilometers) away. About three miles. An Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) company had stumbled onto a company of North Vietnamese Army (NVA) and got itself pinned down. Dyin’ Delta expected to kick some serious ass, drag Marvin the ARVN’s bacon out of the fire, and be back within Evans’s wire-and-bunker perimeter by nightfall.

Marine Lance Corporal Nathan Jones, a wiry kid from Oklahoma, glanced back up the road at the black snouts of a 155mm howitzer battery silhouetted against the white-hot afternoon sky. He shifted the M-60 machine gun to a more comfortable position across his shoulder; he would trade out the gun later with his assistant gunner, a new in-country cherry called Bill. He wondered what they would be having for evening chow when they returned to Evans. NVA and Viet Cong (VC) rarely stood up to a Marine company on the prod.

Although only nineteen, Jones was one of the vets in the outfit, having just completed Operation Pecos to kick the enemy out of Khe San and back across the border into North Vietnam. He had been wounded there, a glancing head blow that earned him a certain respect in the Marines and, along with a quarter, a cup of coffee back in the States.

Cam Lo, a typical village of straw or tin huts, sat clustered between the road and rice paddy squares sectioned off by hedgerows of mangrove. Marines trudged into one side of the settlement and out the other, scattering pigs, geese, chickens, and bare-assed little kids. If ARVN was in contact out there, it was one quiet contact. Most likely, the NVA had already pulled up stakes and hauled out.


About a kilometer beyond the village, platoon leader Lieutenant Been ordered Jones and his A-gunner to set up their M-60 in rear security. Ordinarily, three Marines made up a machine gun crew, but Jones’s section was short a man. That left him and Bill. While the rest of the company forged ahead to check on Marvin, the two Marines bipodded the M-60 in a hedgerow that overlooked a dry-season rice paddy. A 7.62mm M-60 machine gun, the infantry grunt’s primary defensive weapon, was capable of chewing up terrain and flesh at five hundred rounds per minute out to a maximum effective range of 1,100 meters.

Dyin’ Delta melded into the landscape, out of sight and sound. Shadows grew long. Jones watched the sun turn red as it sank into the horizon. Mosquitoes buzzed around his helmet.

Suddenly, all hell busted loose from the direction of Delta Company’s advance. It started with the distant loose rattle of AK-47s in groups, the cyclic chop of enemy 51mm machine guns, the crash and bang of rocket-propelled grenades and mortars. Marines responded with M-16s, M-60s, and light mortars. It was immediately apparent that Delta was clashing with an enemy force far greater in size than its own—and that that force was standing up and determined to wipe out the Americans in full-scale battle.

Outside the perimeter of the fight, a klick away, Lance Corporal Jones and his A-gunner could do nothing but listen to the discordant thunder of the engagement and keep a nervous eye peeled into the gathering darkness to make sure no additional enemy moved in from the rear. As the fighting raged back and forth, Jones listened with alarm and dread as one M-60 after another ceased its chugging. Soon, all of Delta’s M-60s were quiet, either killed, knocked out, or jammed. By comparison, the tinny cacophony of M-16 rifles sounded ineffectual and last-stand desperate.

What in hell had Delta walked into out there?

Darkness clasped the land firmly in its fist. Artillery from Camp Evans poured high explosives (HE) into the fray, trembling the earth and choking the air with smoke and dust. Illumination flares filled the sky like fierce miniature suns, skittering fearsome shadows like shape-shifters. From out of these shadows and light appeared a runner crawling, ducking, and dodging, shouting the password repeatedly to prevent being shot by rear security. He collapsed next to Lance Corporal Jones, panting, his eyes wide with terror.

“We walked into a battalion, a U-shaped ambush,” he gasped. “Jones, the captain says you got to get your gun up there. It’s the only one left. Jones, they’re killing us! They’re killing us all!”

Like good Marines whose buddies were in trouble, the two machine gunners grabbed their vital weapon and ammo and took off with the runner guiding them. They eluded NVA fighters several times in the darkness as the enemy began closing the trap around Delta. Breaking through the defensive perimeter, Jones was stunned by the numbers of dead and wounded dragged to a casualty collection point near a thicket of mangrove. Their moans and cries pulsed the night air. Dyin’ Delta was living up to its name. It departed Camp Evans with 180 men; only eighty would return.

Lieutenant Been met the gun crew. He was a big man with courage to match. But tonight, like everyone else, he was scared. He directed Jones to the front of the ambush where the M-60 could do the most damage against concentrated attackers. Parachute flares blazed overhead. Howitzer shells banged around the outside perimeter, but to little effect since the enemy was close in and hugging Marine lines.

“Tanks are on the way, but they’re not going to get here in time,” Lieutenant Been explained. “We’re surrounded, but the company is going to break out and leapfrog by platoons back toward Cam Lo. Our platoon will set up a base of fire to cover the rest of the company while it busts out. Then the company will set up and cover our asses while we pull back. Jones, we gotta hold the bastards. Understand?”

Muzzle fire twinkled from all sides as the ruthless NVA closed in. From the protection of a dike, Jones lay down a cyclic rate of fire while Bill fed belts to the gun, raking the machine gun back and forth, spraying steel and lead and death into the thickest concentrations of muzzle flicker, weaving red tracers like streaks of lasers. Lieutenant Been and Sergeant Jackson, the platoon gunny, fought desperately on either side of the M-60, emptying magazines of 5.56 through their M-16s. Jones was so absorbed in the brutal business of killing that Lieutenant Been’s sudden exclamation failed to sink in for a moment or two.

“My God, they’ve left us!”

Jones’s head snapped around. The eerie ghost light of parachute flares hanging against the black sky revealed their plight to be even more grave than they could ever have imagined. Orders had apparently been misunderstood in all the confusion and chaos. The stay-behind platoon had withdrawn with the rest of the company, leaving only four Marines behind to hold off an entire battalion of hard-core, pissed-off NVA: Lance Corporal Jones, his A-gunner Bill, Lieutenant Been, and Sergeant Jackson.

Terror jolted Jones’s body like lightning. Violent death could be the only outcome of this screw-up.

“Let’s get out of here!” Been hissed.

Jones leapt to his feet with the M-60 and its last belt of ammunition. Firing from the hip, he backed away from the dike, wheeled around, then bolted with the other three Marines across a rice paddy in a reckless bid to catch up with the retreating Delta. Maybe they had a chance if they could reach the hedgerow on the other side. Bullets lashed out at them from all angles, snapping. Green tracers threatened to entangle them in spider webs.

Run! Run! Run!

In their haste to decamp, they raced headlong into a squad of enemy soldiers left in the hedgerow to snare stragglers. The NVA opened fire with a startling crash of point-blank AK-47 fire. The four Marines hit the dirt. By some miracle, none of them was hit, although they found themselves in one awkward position—marines on one side of the hedgerow, gooks on the other. They had to go through the Viets in order to catch up with the company.


Muttering and sounds of movement came from the other side.

Jones had never felt such fear in his entire life, not even at Khe San. He was afraid his trembling hands would rattle his machine gun and give them away.

Overhead illumination faded as the last parachute flare sputtered out and fluttered into the rice paddies, returning full night to the battlefield. Dyin’ Delta required cover of darkness in order to withdraw successfully. Uneasy quiet accompanied the return of darkness. Furtive movement all around signaled the gathering of enemy fighters to finish off the four cornered Marines.

A Chicom grenade sailed over the mangrove thicket and struck the ground nearby with a plop and the hiss of a burning fuse. Jones buried his face between his arms. The explosion shook dust out of the ground and almost kicked him off the earth. A tiny shard of red-hot shrapnel nicked his chin with enough force to almost tear off his head. It left his ears ringing. Lieutenant Been uttered a sharp sigh as an even larger piece of the grenade ripped into his arm.

They lay on their bellies waiting for the inevitable attack.

Jones had maybe a half belt of M-60 ammo left. The lieutenant was out of M-16 cartridges. Sergeant Jackson and Bill were on their last magazines. Jones removed his remaining grenade from his belt harness and tucked it against his ribs where he could reach the arming spoon. Determined not to be taken alive and tortured, he would fight as long as he was able. Then, at the end, he would pull the grenade pin and take as many of the bad guys with him as he could.

He began to pray, hard and earnestly, but silently. “Lord God, just get me out of this if it be Your will…”

His life seemed to flash before his eyes from the time he was a little boy in Oklahoma. He saw the faces of his mother and father, as though they were actually standing right in front of him.

Then, even more astonishing, even more unbelievable, a tiny light appeared. Like a dim lightbulb rising out of the earth. To his amazement, it grew and grew until it completely enveloped him in a cocoon of warm luminescence.

Suddenly, he no longer found himself in a scary place. Everything in the whole world turned silent. All was peace. Even the air he breathed was pure and sweet-smelling. A great and wonderful calm overcame him. He was no longer afraid.

A voice issued from somewhere, as from the light itself. It was so full of compassion and caring that the unseen speaker seemed to wrap the Marine in loving arms. The voice said, “Don’t worry, my son. You are going to be just fine.”

The light faded. An artillery round exploded somewhere off the left flank. Jones returned the grenade to his cartridge belt and whispered to Bill, “We’re going to be all right.”

Yeah? Bill was dead quiet, but his silence spoke. Where have you been? We’re surrounded.

“Open up and give ’em what you got left,” Lieutenant Been whispered. “We’ll try to break through and catch up with the company. That’s all we can do.”

On his signal, the four Marines sprang to their feet and opened fire. Jones burned off the last of his M-60 ammo as they crashed through the hedgerow, stampeding directly over and through the assembling enemy soldiers. Incredibly, not a shot, not a single shot, was even fired at them. It was as if they were invisible.

Or protected.

Tanks that had joined Delta Company to establish a hasty defense outside Cam Lo village were the most welcome sight the lost Marines had ever seen. Later, Lance Corporal Jones asked his companions what they thought about the remarkable light at the hedgerow.

“What are you talking about, Jones?”

He told them about his experience. Lieutenant Been mulled it over.

“There was definitely something that got us out of there,” he said.

 

Nathan Jones has devoted the rest of his life to serving God.


ARMY SERGEANT KEVIN CRAWFORD,

Iraq, 2003

The rising red sun hung two fingers above the flats. Temperatures were already approaching the 100-degree mark. Heat shimmers obscured the two-lane macadam highway that stretched like a single black ribbon from the outskirts of Baghdad to Tikrit. Here and there mud-colored cottages crouched next to the road. Little children scurried out laughing and shouting and waving at the convoy of eight lumbering U.S. Army tractor-trailers, each coated with a patina of desert dust.

Kids or not, Sergeant Kevin Crawford, thirty-three, constantly swept watchful eyes back and forth between the road and the children along its sides. Improvised explosive devices (IEDs) and the occasional ambush were common hazards. Intervals between vehicles allowed overwatch while at the same time keeping each clear should the truck ahead trigger something. As noncommissioned officer-in-charge of the convoy, Crawford drove the command truck second back from the lead.

Next to him in the cab, nineteen-year-old Private Rhoden rode shotgun. He seemed to absorb his sergeant’s unease. He leaned forward, tense and sweating, peering ahead, hand resting on the stock of his mounted M-240 7.62mm machine gun. Dust swirling in through open windows caked his face and made his eyes shine round and oddly white.

The 24th Transportation Company out of Fort Riley, Kansas, put boots on ground in Kuwait in April 2003, some seven months before. As U.S. troops ripped across Iraq to take Baghdad, the 24th’s “Bastard Children” had operational control to four or five different divisions, supporting the 3rd Infantry Division at jump-off, then transferring in order to the 101st and 82nd Airborne Divisions before finally ending up with the 1st Armored. After the capture of Baghdad, the 24th’s trucks ran logistical support and major ammunition pushes to outlying units. Beans and bullets. Two convoys had departed base camp this morning on different mission routes. Something, a little voice, a nagging feeling, something, had told Sergeant Crawford to say an extra prayer with his soldiers.

Prayer was nothing unusual in the company. Crawford prayed every day, morning and evening and before each mission. Lord, keep us out of harm’s way and please help me protect my people. He would clasp his Bible, lower his head, and close his eyes. Other members of the 24th joined him. Virtually the entire company came to expect prayer, to depend on it. Even those who were unsure of their beliefs or who preferred not to believe in God joined the sessions.

Each time the enemy mortared base camp near Baghdad International Airport, soldiers rushed to their assigned concrete-and-sand bag bunkers to wait it out. Sometimes the lights flickered and went out. Everyone huddled in pitch blackness and sweated through the stifling heat while listening to muffled explosions outside.

Crawford led prayers at such times, then cracked jokes and made light of the situation to alleviate tension and worry. “I sure hope this is over soon so we can get back out where it’s cool.”

The temperature inside the bunkers was about 110 degrees, while the “cool” outside reached only 100. People tittered here and there.

Often some truck driver, such as the single mom whose two kids were living with her sister while she was in Iraq, approached the sergeant after the “all clear.” “Sergeant Crawford, will you pray with me?”

While other units suffered casualties, the 24th had not yet lost a single soldier, even though the company and its vehicles were exposed to hostile intent nearly every day. Commanders wondered what the company was doing that made it different and seemingly safer than many other outfits. At some point during the deployment, soldiers of the 24th began to feel that something must be watching over them.

“You know, I don’t quite know what I believe in,” one soldier said. “But I believe this, Sergeant Crawford: every day you pray encourages others to do the same. I wonder if it is a direct reflection of your prayers that we’ve never lost anyone.”


Crawford thought it was due to a lot of people praying.

Private Rhoden, Crawford’s gunner and almost-constant companion, frequently questioned his sergeant about his faith during their road trips together. The kid had been new to the company when it first rolled out from Kuwait into Iraq. Crawford, as usual, began the day with prayer.

“You really believe in God?” the kid asked the sergeant as they convoyed at the rear of an infantry unit in contact a few miles ahead.

“Don’t you?” Crawford responded, glancing at the kid.

Rhoden was thin-faced with haunted, cautious eyes. He came from a broken home and had bounced around in foster care until he was old enough to enlist in the Army. He sometimes commented how the Army was the only real home he had ever known.

“I don’t know what I believe,” he said. “What’s God ever done that I can see?”

Now, on the way to Tikrit, Private Rhoden was edgy and silent, disturbed only by squelch and magnified voices over the radio as drivers checked on one another and passed along road information. As usual, he had stood aloof during pre-mission prayer, with a perplexed look on his face, eyes open, head unbowed.

“Keep alert,” Sergeant Crawford advised the convoy. He had a nagging feeling that refused to go away.

Halfway to Tikrit, the point truck suddenly braked, causing the entire procession to stop. “Sergeant Crawford, something’s wrong,” the point driver radioed. “There’s something up ahead in the road.”

The sergeant maneuvered his vehicle into the oncoming lane, stopped again, and squinted into the heat haze. Rhoden’s finger curled around the trigger of his machine gun.

Ordinarily, the buckle in the road ahead, a mere interruption in the lane, would have gone unnoticed, dismissed as nothing other than what it appeared to be—a natural road hazard. However, Crawford decided that if God was looking after the 24th, the least he could do was his part. He ordered the convoy to turn around and return to Baghdad.


An Explosive Ordnance Disposal (EOD) team and a Ready Reaction Force, subsequently dispatched to the site, discovered a booby trap containing enough explosives to blow a Bradley fighting vehicle all the way to the Euphrates River. It would have demolished the first truck that ran over it while ambushers in hiding opened fire on the others. Sharp eyes—and perhaps someone—had again protected the 24th.

“The outfit that prays together stays together,” a driver later commented.

That wasn’t the only incident involving the transportation company that remarkable day. The other 24th convoy encountered a rocket-propelled grenade (RPG) attack near Fallujah. Although a rocket struck a vehicle and disabled it, the only casualty was minor. The driver sustained negligible burns to his arm. He sought out Sergeant Crawford once all trucks and personnel were safely behind the wire at base camp.

“What about it?” he asked. “You were praying for us, Sarge. It must have worked.”

It went that way for the rest of the year while the company ran its trucks all over Iraq. Drivers gathered around their big dusty trucks and bowed their heads each morning, each evening, and before every mission. The 24th Transportation Company from Fort Riley, Kansas, suffered not a single serious casualty during its tour.

Private Rhoden looked thoughtful and introspective on the plane ride that took the intact unit back to the United States.

“Sergeant,” he said at last, “you made me think about a lot of things the whole time we were in Iraq.” He closed his eyes, then opened them again. “I’m led to believe there are greater things than any of us can ever know.”


MARINE SERGEANT TOM COTTICK,

World War II, 1945

Word went out among Marines before they clambered aboard Higgins boats, tracks, and other landing craft to make everything “right” before they met the threat of eternity. Announcements boomed out over the PA systems of LSTs (landing ship, tank) and transports: “Make out your wills. Write your letters home. Church services on deck for men of all faiths. Make peace with your Maker.”

Acting Platoon Sergeant Tom Cottick, Foxtrot Company 2/24 (2nd Battalion, 24th Regiment), 4th Marine Division, attended services, although he figured he didn’t need it since the 24th would sit out Iwo Jima in reserve. It was about time. The regiment had been in and out of hell on earth since February 1944, a year ago, making landings at Kwajalein, Saipan, and Tinian. Cottick had already earned one Purple Heart and two Silver Stars for valor.

He got his Purple Heart and his first Star on Kwajalein for single-handedly knocking out an enemy machine gun nest that had bottled up the Marine advance. His second Silver Star, from Saipan, was not what he would remember most about that ungodly little piece of real estate. What he would always remember, what would sear his nightmares in the middle of sleep for the rest of his life, were Marine loudspeakers pleading with the civilian population and surviving Japanese soldiers as they rushed en masse to the tops of cliffs.

“Please surrender. You will not be harmed. We are taking prisoners.”

Japanese soldiers considered surrender the ultimate dishonor. They bailed off the cliffs to smash themselves on the rocks below, followed by a disturbing number of civilian men, women, and children. Sometimes when Cottick closed his eyes he could still hear kids screaming like dying gulls as they sailed off the cliffs in the arms of their parents.


That he had survived all this while many of his buddies were killed along the way seemed nothing short of a miracle. Over 80 percent of the Marines who landed with him on Kwajalein were not there that day.

Sergeant Cottick, his men said, was “one tough bastard.”

 

Iwo Jima, a pork-chop-shaped island one-third the size of Manhattan, was supposed to be a cakewalk. Three days at most. B-29 bombers had softened up the island for the past thirty days. Cottick and the other men of the 2/ 24 lined the railings of their transport several miles out to sea and watched in the predawn as fire and smoke roiled over the tiny island, which was being pounded by even more aircraft and battleships in advance of landings by the U.S. 4th and 5th Marine Divisions.

The first indication that things weren’t going as planned came from loudspeakers aboard ship: “Now hear this! Now hear this! All 24th Marines in reserve, on your feet and get ready to board your landing craft. You are going to hit the beach. The first wave has been wiped out.”

For the next thirty-six days beginning on D-Day, February 19, 1945, Iwo Jima was one of the most heavily populated 7.5 square miles on the face of the earth: 100,000 men on both sides fighting with everything from mortars and machine guns to clubs, knives, and fists. The enemy had dug deep into bunkers and caves and had to be burnt out with flamethrowers. The air itself was so lethal that Marines felt that if they inhaled too deeply they would suck in a fatal lungful of blazing lead and steel.

Mount Suribachi, the 550-foot volcanic cone at the island’s southern tip, dominated the landing beach. Japanese gunners in defensive blockhouses and pillboxes on the high ground zeroed in on every inch of the island. Machine guns crisscrossed the beaches with blistering interlocking fire. Rockets and antitank guns scythed through American invaders. Every Marine, anywhere on the island, was always within range of enemy guns.

Unable to dig foxholes in the loose volcanic ash, Marines became sitting ducks. They had to fight from above ground; defending Japanese fought from below ground. The advance was measured in yards, a yard or two a day, real estate bought dearly in lost lives. The cloying stench of death and rot, of cordite and smoke, of fear and horror hung in the tropical air like a toxic cloud. Before the battle ended, 6,821 Marines would die, along with 21,000 Japanese.

Sergeant Cottick caught his foot in wire mesh and severely wrenched it on the first day while clearing an enemy pillbox with hand grenades. It swelled up to twice its normal size, but he had no time for medics. He cinched tight his bootlaces and soldiered on.

One evening at dusk, he glimpsed a Japanese soldier creeping up on a Marine machine gun position. The Jap sprang to his feet and charged, two-handed with a Samurai sword. Cottick yelled a warning. At the same time, he wheeled around and cut the attacker nearly in half with a burst from his tommy gun.

It wasn’t the first man he killed. It wouldn’t be the last.

By D-plus-eleven days, Easy Company 2/ 24 ceased to exist because of casualties. Those who remained merged into Captain Walter Redlon’s decimated Foxtrot Company, which found itself pinned down at the base of Hill 382, known to Marines as “the Meat Grinder.” For the past three days, that hellish little knob and its defenders had ground into hamburger every Marine unit that attempted to scale it, including what had formerly been Easy Company. Sergeant Cottick received orders that Foxtrot Company would make the next assault. There was nobody else.

Exhausted in body and soul, filthy, ragged, unshaved, stained with the blood of both friend and foe, the sergeant crawled into a deep shell hole for a moment of respite before he rallied his platoon. He lit a cigarette and lay on his back in the crater, looking up at the clear blue sky. For that moment he shut out the din of battle that surrounded him.

Sergeant Cottick had never been a particularly religious man. God was God and man was man, and God seldom interfered with the petty affairs of pitiful humans. But now, lying on his back in the shell crater below the Meat Grinder and gazing in the direction of where he assumed Heaven to be, he began examining his faith.

Every man he knew embraced the old truism that there were no atheists in foxholes. At least he did after his baptism of fire. Combat, especially sustained combat, was enough to cleanse the soul of any man. In a few more minutes he must lead his platoon up the brutal side of the Meat Grinder. Many of those who went up would not come back down alive. What would happen to their souls? What would happen to his soul if he were one of those carried back down wrapped inside his poncho? For the first time since he began making beach landings in the Pacific, he closed his eyes and prayed.

“Lord, if You can hear me…Lord, I would go through the first three invasions all over again if You will just get me out of this one alive…Lord, if we die today, please forgive one and all of our mortal sins and have mercy on our souls…We done our best.”

He opened his eyes, smoked his cigarette, and looked into the sky. Foxtrot’s CO, Captain Redlon, slid down the side of the crater and sat at the bottom next to Cottick. A filthy bandage wrapped tightly around his leg oozed blood from a previous wound.

“Sergeant Cottick, the time has arrived to do what we must do,” he said.

Cottick’s moment with God was over. The crash and rattle and shrill of battle returned with all its immediacy.

“What’s left of the company will be committed to a frontal assault, a joint effort with other units on our left and right flanks,” Redlon said. “It should break the enemy’s resistance.”

Cottick looked numbly about. A mortar shell exploded nearby, showering them both with dirt. In a weary voice, Cottick said, “Sir, I have had it. I would like to quit and just walk away.”

Captain Redlon understood. He nodded and gently wrapped an arm around his sergeant’s shoulders. “Sarge, I didn’t hear that. This job must be done. We move out and take the hill on my signal, right after the artillery barrage.”


Cottick sighed. That was how life was: hills and more caves and challenges to overcome. He glanced up at the sky one more time. By all accounts, he should have been dead by now. Maybe God and he already had a bargain. What was that old verse from the Bible? His mother quoted it. Oh, yes…

Why are ye so fearful? How is it that ye have no faith?

He flipped his cigarette away. He met Captain Redlon’s gaze. “I’m ready, sir.”

 

Foxtrot Company took the hill. A few days later, a mortar round exploded next to Sergeant Cottick, peppering him with shrapnel. The cigarette case in his breast pocket caught a piece of steel that likely would have penetrated his heart.

For valorous action on Iwo Jima, he received a third Silver Star and his second Purple Heart. He survived the war and lived into his old age in Michigan.

MARINE SERGEANT RICHARD “DICK” WILSON,

Korea, 1952

Diplomats fought a war of words in ongoing truce talks in Korea while the real war, the shooting war, settled into a Battle for the Hills, a vicious and primitive seesawing back and forth for the advantage of high ground. It was not unusual for a hill to change ownership two or three times. Fox Company 2/ 5 of the 1st Marine Division occupied a hill called “Warsaw” about four hundred yards forward of the main line of resistance (MLR). After seizing the hill from the communists, Marines moved into old trenches and bunkers formerly occupied by Chicoms, set up housekeeping, and prepared to fend off enemy probes and day and night mortar fire.

It was early spring, which meant drizzle during the day and ice at night, altogether miserable conditions. The only man who seemed unaffected by the weather and living arrangements was a lanky older Marine known to everyone simply as “Preacher.” He was about thirty or so and had a wife and several kids back home. In combat, most men picked up appropriate nicknames like “Mad Dog,” “Rag Bag,” or “Boot.” Preacher got his because he carried a Bible wherever he went and always appeared as cheerful as a meadowlark singing on a wire fence. He constantly found time to stop and read scripture to fellow Marines.

Sometimes Sergeant Dick Wilson envied Preacher his faith. At eighteen, Wilson was the youngest buck sergeant in the 1st Marines, possibly even in the entire U.S. Marine Corps. As a Latter-Day Saint, he had always derived comfort back home from attending sacrament, Sunday School, and priesthood meetings. Preacher helped fill the void in Korea. Together, they often huddled in the trenches, hunched in their ponchos against rain and sleet while they debated God’s plan for mankind in general and for themselves as soldiers in particular.

It wasn’t the same as peacetime back home surrounded by the Loving Spirit. Nonetheless, Wilson doubted he could have maintained his beliefs and his sanity without these sessions and Preacher’s personal prayer and scripture readings. Preacher had an answer for any spiritual or moral question. Everything that man ever needed to know, he said, was in the Bible.

North Koreans and Chicoms commonly attacked or probed lines in the predawn hours when men were the sleepiest and most wretched. First bugles blew and whistles shrilled from the darkness at the bottom of Warsaw Hill. Next came the pounding of massed feet, the horrendous din of rifle and machine gun fire, and rolling sparkles of muzzle flashes. Finally, artillery flares burst like suns in the blackness to illuminate the field of battle.

Young Wilson marveled at the transformation in his friend whenever he put down his Bible to fight. He calmly tucked it into his pack or pocket, hefted his M-1 Garand, and, methodically, with unerring marksmanship, began picking off targets while ignoring bullets chewing the earth around him.

As soon as the probe broke, Preacher would retrieve his Bible and read out loud in the lingering light of flares. “Though an host should encamp against me, my heart shall not fear: though war should rise against me, in this will I be confident.”

“Aren’t you ever afraid?” a fellow Marine once asked him.

“Everyone is afraid,” he said. “I’m afraid I will never see my wife and children again in this life. But the Lord has promised that He is with me, even until the end of time, and that should I die I will see my loved ones again.”

On a surprisingly pleasant morning without rain, Preacher left the chow bunker on his way back to his own fighting position, striding cheerfully along with his rifle slung over one shoulder, the Bible as usual in his hand. He tarried along the way to clap a comforting hand upon the shoulder of a young Marine, to utter encouragement to another friend. Preacher being Preacher.

Unexpectedly, a mortar shell whistled low over the trenches. Chicoms were always lobbing in random rounds to keep Marines on the edges of their nerves. The shell exploded a geyser of dirt, water, ice, and shrapnel almost directly on top of Preacher. When the smoke cleared, he lay on his back in the churned-up mud of that forlorn Korean hilltop, an expression of superb tranquility on his face, the Bible still clutched in his mangled hand.

Wilson had seen dead Marines before, but Preacher was the first personal friend he had lost. It left him numb. One moment Preacher was merrily alive and vital. The next, he was gone—in a twinkling of an eye, as the scriptures said. It made Sergeant Wilson aware of how suddenly one could meet his Maker. It was a harsh awakening for youth who tended to view themselves as immortal.

Later, Preacher’s comrades gathered his personal belongings to ship back with his body. Someone murmured the question on everyone’s mind: “How can someone so good, so spiritual, and so religious lose his life while others live who are not so good or who have never even attended church or read the Bible?”

Dick Wilson, rolled up in his poncho, thought about it a long time that night. Preacher, he knew, would have had an answer.
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PRISONERS OF WAR


The Spirit of the Lord God is upon me: because the Lord hath…sent me…to proclaim liberty to the captives, and the opening of the prison to them that are bound.”

—ISAIAH 61:1






One of the greatest tragedies of war has been the suffering of military servicemen seized and held captive by the enemy, not only in recent times but all the way back to the Revolutionary War. From the beginning of the nation, American prisoners of war have undergone hardships and atrocities ranging from sadistic torture and deliberate starvation to brainwashing and murder.

“Death camps” like the Confederate’s Andersonville during the Civil War, Japan’s hellholes of Cabanatuan and Camp O’Donnell during World War II, and the “Hanoi Hilton” in North Vietnam became infamous for their maltreatment of prisoners. In them, American POWs daily confronted abuse, starvation, disease, despair, and death.

During the Revolutionary War, the British used obsolete, captured, or damaged ships as prisons. At least sixteen hulks, including the notorious HMS Jersey, were used to incarcerate thousands of Continental soldiers and sailors from about 1776 to 1783. Over 10,000 died from intentional neglect, more Americans than died in all the combined battles of the Revolution. Corpses were often simply tossed overboard to wash up on shore where local women recovered them.

During the Civil War, approximately 45,000 prisoners entered the gates of Andersonville Prison, the South’s largest POW camp, located in southwest Georgia. Nearly 13,000 of them died there.

“Five hundred men moved silently toward the gates that would shut out life and hope for most of them forever,” John McElroy wrote in 1864 of his stay in Andersonville.

Military historian William B. Breuer described conditions at Camp O’Donnell, one of the internment camps operated by the Japanese for the survivors of the Bataan Death March: “Death soon became the norm. Most POWs were skin and bone, had pipe stem legs and arms, and there was no flesh on their buttocks…. Lungs loaded with tissue fluid fell easy prey to pneumonia. Hearts weakened by prolonged starvation suddenly dilated and stopped beating. Men standing shakily in chow lines toppled over dead. Some straddling latrines slithered down into fecal graves, too weak to extricate themselves. Others hobbled back from long work details, lay down on their filth-covered pallets and died.”

U.S. Air Force Captain Howard Rutledge was shot down in his F-8 Crusader over North Vietnam on November 28, 1965, and caged for seven years behind the cold stone walls of the Hanoi Hilton. What he experienced was representative of conditions endured by modern-day American POWs.

“[The guard] shackled me to my slab in rear cuffs and irons,” he wrote in his memoirs. “For five days I couldn’t move. It was summer and very hot. The humidity must have been in the 90s, the temperature in the 100s. I developed one of those severe heat rashes where the red welts turned to blisters and ultimately to boils…. They wouldn’t come to a head, so I had to pick them to stop the swelling…. In a few days I counted at least sixty boils about one inch in diameter over my entire body—under my arms, in my nose, in my hair, on my ears, legs, arms, hands, and fingers.”

Prisoners of war who have miraculously survived internment or who have escaped or are rescued bring back stunning tales of the means they utilized to cope with captivity. The vast majority credit faith in a Higher Power for their survival.


ARMY AIR CORPS SERGEANT JAMES GAUTIER, JR.,

World War II, 1942

An aircraft mechanic with the 27th Bombardment Group, U.S. Army Air Corps, Sergeant James Gautier, Jr., arrived at Manila Harbor in the Philippines on November 20, 1941. The Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor six weeks later. Air raids against the Philippines began the next day, followed by the Japanese invasion on December 12. The 27th was bivouacked in tents on the parade grounds at a Filipino Scout base camp near Manila when General Douglas MacArthur declared “open city” on the capitol. This declaration meant he would not defend the city since his troops were greatly outnumbered by the advancing Japanese, and defense meant unnecessary sacrifice of American lives.

With the stroke of a pen, MacArthur transformed Gautier’s support unit into the 17th Provisional Infantry Battalion. Gautier and the other aircraft mechanics were each issued a 1918 Springfield rifle, three bandoleers of ammunition, a box of Nabisco hardtack crackers, and a can of corned beef. Their orders: Withdraw onto the Bataan Peninsula and hold off the Japanese until help arrived.

Japanese forces closed in and trapped beleaguered American and Filipino defense remnants on the Bataan Peninsula. Cornered and starving, the soldiers fought on without resupply or reinforcement until, by March, it became clear that MacArthur wasn’t coming back, at least not yet.

Strapping lean to begin with, Gautier lost thirty pounds he could little afford to spare. Malaria and lice ravaged the ranks, with the misery compounded by artillery shelling and constant attacks from enemy infantry. Weak and always hungry, GIs spent time away from the line scavenging for food like a troop of primates. Once all the horses and mules were devoured, they turned to edible roots, lizards, snakes, and monkeys. The jungle was soon picked so clean of edible plant and animal life that it appeared a plague of locusts had swept through.

During a shelling, one of Gautier’s buddies, Corporal Jesse Knowles, took off running ahead of a stick of bombs. A piece of shrapnel slammed him to the ground. Afterward he discovered only a huge blister on the back of his neck.

“Better sign up with us Baptists right now, Cajun,” Knowles teased Gautier, who hailed from Louisiana. “If I was a Methodist like you, I’d be dead.”

Even hard-core atheists and skeptics turned into believers at the random, almost haphazard manner in which death continued to claim its victims. How else to explain why some died and others lived, except through the divine plan of Providence?

One afternoon, Gautier and two other sergeants were sitting on the ground in a small circle munching on peanuts and sugarcane purloined from nearby fields. Suddenly a 240mm Jap shell homed in with the sound of a flying boxcar. It struck a grove of guava trees about a hundred yards away, close enough to make the sergeants nervous but not near enough to pose a threat.

The sergeant directly across from Gautier, only an arm’s length away, slowly toppled over, a single small, fatal fragment from the exploding shell having punctured the back of his skull.

 

The Japanese began their final push in April. Shooting erupted from every direction as the enemy closed in. A grim-faced platoon sergeant stared at Gautier and about fifty other survivors.

“Destroy your machine guns,” he ordered. “Break up into small groups and head south. Try to avoid the Japs. You’re on your own.”

Gautier rounded up Knowles and another friend named Inzer. “I’m heading south. Ya’all coming?”

“Aw, Gautier,” Knowles cracked, “you just want me with you ’cause you know God takes care of us Baptists.”

“We’ll make a good team then, because this Methodist is going to work as hard as he can to help the Lord save his skin.”


Except for a few fortunates, however, escape from the encirclement proved impossible. General Edward King, commander of the remaining forces on Bataan, met with the Japanese on April 9th to surrender his troops so they wouldn’t be annihilated. Gautier silently prayed as he trudged to the surrender assembly point with Knowles and Inzer.

In the Japanese culture, the Bushido Code governed the conduct of its military. Fighting to the last man, even committing hara-kiri at the end, was more honorable, and preferable, to surrender. Japanese soldiers treated the capitulating Americans and Filipinos with contempt. They went through the prisoner ranks taking money, watches, pens, rings, food, medicine, and everything else of value. Gautier stared in horror and disbelief as men who protested were kicked, slugged, and hammered with rifle butts. Some were jerked out of ranks and bayoneted on the spot, especially those who possessed anything that might have been taken as souvenirs from Japanese soldiers.

Guards divided prisoners into groups of one hundred and started them marching north on the National Highway. They were bedraggled, filthy, unshaved, and infested with lice and fungi. All wore rotted, torn clothing. Many had no hats to protect their heads from the merciless sun. The feet of those without shoes were soon cut and blistered. Gautier was fortunate because he had managed to replace his worn-out combat boots with a pair of white nurse’s low-quarters, scrounged from the hospital.

Since the Japs appeared to pick on those guys nearest the edge of the processions, Sergeant Gautier positioned himself in the middle of a group. Good plan. Japanese troops passing by in trucks made sport of trying to whack prisoners on their heads with rifles or with long bamboo poles. Once a man was knocked down and couldn’t get up, guards bayoneted him and left him on the road, wallowing in his own blood.

Men weak from wounds, sickness, or starvation received the same treatment. Soon the roadside was littered with corpses bloating in the burning tropical sun, emitting a hellish stench and crawling with maggots. Of the 75,000 captured American and Filipino soldiers who began the so-called Bataan Death March, more than 10,000 would die of hunger, disease, brutality, and murder before they reached Japanese POW camps—first the infamous Camp O’Donnell, then later force-marched the additional eight miles to the equally infamous Cabanatuan prison.

Temperatures reached triple digits. No one was allowed to stop for water or to relieve himself. Gautier saw a GI crazed by thirst attempt to sneak away and steal a drink from an artesian well. Guards shot him before he reached the water.

Stronger prisoners attempted to help the weak. All were in such bad shape, however, that they hardly had strength to help themselves. Weeping in frustration and fear, they went on automatic pilot, lurching along like wasted zombies. They were delirious, hallucinating, trudging through heat and dust in a trancelike state, obsessed with their own thirst and misery.

Those who collapsed were either shot, clubbed to death, or left to die.

Guards finally permitted Gautier’s group to drink where a bridge spanned a small creek. Sergeant Gautier broke into a stumbling run. He dropped on all fours and thrust his entire head underneath the brackish water. He felt a little stronger after he drank. He looked around and saw fly-swarmed corpses floating in the creek. Dead for days, they were bloated up like balloons. Pieces of rotted flesh sloughed off into the water.

He forced himself to drink again, all he could hold. He had to survive.

“Lord, keep me from getting sick,” he prayed.

At nightfall, marchers were packed two thousand or more into barbed wire compounds large enough for only five hundred. On the third evening, they reached the town of Balangao. At the entrance to the compound on the edge of town was stacked a grisly pile of men freshly killed.

Guards entered the compound that night with the severed heads of GIs impaled on the ends of their bayonets, parading about to terrorize and taunt the American POWs. The heads were gruesome objects, dusty and soiled, with glazed, bulging eyes and slack-open mouths, jagged skin flaps hanging from the necks. Gautier dropped his head and closed his eyes; he didn’t want to give the guards any satisfaction in seeing the horror on his face.

After five more days on the road, those still alive were corralled inside a school yard at San Fernando, about 25 miles northwest of Manila. They had walked in the searing sun for almost seventy miles, each with only a single spoonful of uncooked rice and enough water to keep him barely alive. They were so ravaged and spent that they hardly recognized one another.

At that point, they received their first real food since capture, such as it was. Gautier, who had become separated from his friends Knowles and Inzer, staggered into line to get his share of boiled rice from one of the large black kettles. Other prisoners served, scooping rice into a man’s cupped hands or whatever other “plate” he might have salvaged. Gautier had found a slab of board. He held it out.

“Aw, Cajun. You’re a pitiful sight. What have they done to you?”

Gautier looked up to find Jesse Knowles grinning at him while ladling out rice.

“Have you seen Inzer?” Gautier wanted to know.

“Not since we left. Tough as he is, I think he’ll make it.”

Camp O’Donnell, only nine miles more up the road, proved to be the destination for Gautier and his batch of POWs. As he and Knowles tramped along together in a near stupor, he happened to notice a familiar figure in the road ahead. Inzer! The three friends reunited for their arrival at what could only be termed hell on earth.

The prison compound loomed ahead by the side of the road. Japanese troops corralled the ragged hordes of prisoners through the gates. Gautier prayed for his friends, for himself and other survivors, and for the souls of the thousands who perished along the way. That he had come through the long siege of Bataan and the march following surrender could only mean that God wasn’t through with him yet, and that he would make it the rest of the way, whether he be Methodist or Baptist.

 

Sergeant James Gautier, Jr., survived the nightmare and was rescued by American Rangers and Alamo Scouts in 1945. “Different things gave different men the will to live,” he said. “For some it was their faith. They accepted their circumstances with the belief that God was still in control…. Other men survived on hate alone. They lived for the day when they might repay the Japs for all they had done to them and their friends…. For me, it was a combination of the two. Prayer was something the Japs couldn’t take away, and although I was suffering I believed God was still in control. The Lord had His hand on my shoulder all the time I was a prisoner.”

ARMY SERGEANT DAN PITZER,

Vietnam, 1964

On October 29, 1963, Captain Rocky Versace, Lieutenant Nick Rowe, and Sergeant First Class Dan Pitzer from the Tan Phu U.S. Army Special Forces camp accompanied a 129-man Civilian Irregular Defense Group (CIDG) of Vietnamese against a Viet Cong command post located on the Ca Mau Peninsula near the small hamlet of Le Coeur. Never before had American and Allied troops ventured so deep into the enemy’s well-established sanctuary in the legendary Forest of Darkness.

It turned out to be an ill-advised venture. An estimated one thousand seasoned guerrilla fighters of the Main Force 306th VC Battalion trapped the much smaller band of CIDG in a farm village next to a stream. The battle raged for three hours. Finally, nearly out of ammunition and still facing large numbers of attacking VC, the surviving South Vietnamese and their American advisers attempted to withdraw and slip away through fields of cane and reeds. Machine gun fire nearly tore off Versace’s leg, and grenade fragments struck Rowe in the chest and face before the VC captured all three Green Berets. They were stripped of their boots and led to a remote prison camp deep in the U Minh Forest, a dark labyrinth of canals and mangrove swamps.

Daily life was brutally difficult for American soldiers captured in South Vietnam. Rarely were more than seven or eight held in a camp at any one time. They were kept isolated from one another in small bamboo crates called “tiger cages,” deprived of food, and exposed to insects, heat, and disease. Moved regularly to avoid rescue by U.S. troops, they were unable to grow vegetables or tend small livestock such as rabbits or chickens. Their diets consisted of rice and whatever they could catch or gather in the surrounding jungle, and this led to dysentery, edema, beriberi, malaria, eczema, and depression.

For propaganda purposes, guards and political cadres attempted to break the POWs down by deceit, force, and brainwashing, and indoctrinate them into the “enlightened” practice of communism.

“Do not think that merely because the war ends that you will go home,” VC political officers cautioned prisoners. “If you unrepentant Americans ever wish to go home, you must denounce your Wall Street capitalists and declare the United States imperialistic, unjust, and illegal.”

Pitzer and Rowe adopted a “sit and listen” posture to mandatory classes, preferring to keep a “low profile” and wait it out. Versace, on the other hand, attended only at the point of a bayonet.

“You can make me come to class,” he conceded, “but I am an officer in the United States Army. You can make me listen, you can force me to sit here, but I don’t believe a word of what you’re saying.”

Recalcitrant and defiant to the end, Captain Versace was finally taken away. He was singing “God Bless America” at the top of his lungs when guards marched him out of camp. Pitzer later learned that he had been escorted into the forest and executed.

Sergeant Pitzer spent his first year of captivity in virtual isolation. Although he attempted to escape a number of times, he was quickly recaptured on each occasion. A feeling of hopelessness and despair overcame him. Having had a fairly religious upbringing, he now began to blame God for putting him through this ordeal. He questioned God’s motives. It was fist-shaking time in his bamboo cage.

“Why are You doing this to me?” he raged. “Why am I being put through this kind of torture?”

Jesus Himself had asked such questions during His sojourn alone in the desert.

On Christmas Eve at the beginning of Pitzer’s second year in captivity, he was working outside the camp in the jungle attempting to gather something to eat when he heard the high drone of an approaching airplane. Overcome with excitement and hope, he watched as a light OV-10 FAC (forward air controller) aircraft used by the U.S. Air Force to “spot” targets appeared through a break in the forest canopy. Its pilot must have seen the enemy camp, for it dived and dropped red smoke to mark it. Almost immediately, a Huey helicopter gunship soared in at treetop level and opened up on the VC camp with its machine guns.

Pitzer’s excitement turned to fear and disappointment. He hid in the trees, afraid to show himself since he might easily be mistaken for a VC in his issued “black pajamas” and be gunned down before he made his identity known. Profoundly exasperated, almost in tears, he cowered in the forest like a hunted animal until the chopper departed.

The camp had been all shot up. After nightfall, VC guards gave prisoners a handful of cold rice and ordered them to gather their meager possessions. They marched for several hours through the night along a river on their way to a new prison camp.

Just before midnight and the start of Christmas Day, the procession rounded a bend in the river. Pitzer gasped in astonishment. One of the guards exclaimed, “Choi-hoi!” That roughly meant, “My heavens!”

Directly ahead loomed a magnificent evergreen tree thirty or forty feet tall, standing alone next to the water. Something about the tree had attracted thousands and thousands of fireflies. The “Christmas tree” twinkled merrily, as though decorated by strands of lights, reflecting and displaying itself in the black river. Above its top branches hovered a brilliant light in the sky, like a Star of David. A very bright star.

A sense of peace and well-being engulfed Pitzer. He couldn’t explain it, but somehow he suddenly knew that everything was going to be all right. The feeling persisted, even after he arrived at the new prison camp and had ample time to consider the spectacle. He decided God didn’t have to use lightning bolts or burning bushes to communicate with men. In this instance, He had chosen something recognizable to all Americans every Christmas in order to let Sergeant Pitzer know He was with him.

From then on, whenever Pitzer spoke to God all alone in his little tiger cage, and communist guards asked him who he was talking to, the American replied simply, “Someone you will never know.”

 

In November 1967, the VC National Liberation Front released two GIs in a propaganda move to demonstrate its “humane and lenient” treatment of captives. One of them suffered so badly from malaria, beriberi, hepatitis, and amebic dysentery that the VC also released Medic Pitzer to take care of him.

Because of his “unrepentant” and “reactionary” stubbornness, Lieutenant Rowe was sentenced to be put to death in December 1968. However, before the death penalty could be administered, he took advantage of the appearance of a flight of American helicopters and escaped.

CONFEDERATE PRIVATE JAMES PAXTON,

U.S. Civil War, 1863–64

Confederate General Joe Shelby raided into Missouri from Arkansas in the fall of 1863, one of his purposes being to recruit men to join the insurrection. Yanks surprised and captured several of his soldiers, including Private James Paxton, who had grown up in the Ozarks of Arkansas.


Prisoners were herded through Springfield and St. Louis on foot, in wagons and on horseback to Camp Morton, Indiana, where they arrived in November 1863. Located a mile or so north of Indianapolis, the camp was named in honor of the state’s war governor, Oliver P. Morton. Nearly four hundred Confederate prisoners of war were confined on flat, hard soil inside box walls constructed of planks solidly nailed to timbers. Some fourteen feet tall, the walls blocked out the sun until midmorning. Guards oversaw the prison yard and its inmates from a walkway that ran around the outside of the stockade about four feet from the top. Old livestock sheds near the north and west walls served as barracks. Through the center of the compound ran a sewer drain. Prisoners called it the Potomac.

Paxton assumed his confinement was temporary, that the warring sides would soon hold a prisoner exchange. Weeks stretched into months. Word came that there would be no exchanges. Immediately after this, rations were reduced to the point of starvation—about six ounces of stringy beef and a half loaf of “duffer” bread per man per day. No coffee and no vegetables.

Men who died of disease, starvation, and deprivation were lugged outside the walls and buried in unmarked graves in the Indiana soil. Guards said the harsh treatment was retaliation for the starving of Union prisoners held in Andersonville and other southern prisons.

“You starve us down there, we starve you Rebel boys up here. That’s how it works.”

Lieutenant James A. Corry from Georgia, Paxton’s friend, preferred to pass as a common private to avoid being singled out by vengeful guards. He was a strong Christian who joined several preachers among the inmates to hold Bible study and church services. Congregations met underneath shade trees in the summer and inside the shed-barracks in the winter. Old southern gospel singing and down-home fire-and-brimstone preaching by the self-ordained ministers rocked prison walls every Sunday. The more desperate conditions became, the more readily men turned away from gambling and other pursuits to join the “church.” Private Paxton noted that a great many sinners came to a knowledge of their Savior underneath the shade trees at Camp Morton.

Lieutenant Corry died of pneumonia in the early winter of 1864. After his body was hauled away to be buried, the entire prison population turned out to hold a memorial service in his memory. Even some of the Union guards attended. Paxton wondered if the lieutenant’s relatives in faraway Georgia would ever find out where and how he died.

“There won’t be no more war up there where Lieutenant Corry has gone,” the presiding preacher promised the silent and bowed-head assemblage. “That there is something we all can look forward to.”

 

Private James Paxton survived Camp Morton and was released after the war ended in 1865.

AIR FORCE LIEUTENANT JACK M. BUTCHER,

Vietnam, 1971

Jack Butcher slowly circled his Cessna OV-10 above a river ford on the Ho Chi Minh Trail near the Laotian border with South Vietnam. A thousand feet above the jungle, he scanned the ford with a pair of binoculars, looking for movement or other indications of enemy activity. The trail was the primary route used by the North Vietnamese to bring in troops and supplies to pursue their war of subjugating the South to communism. FACs like Butcher and his partner Captain Tom Yarborough, who worked a second grid nearby, scratched and sniffed around enemy supply lines and other congested areas. If they spotted anything, they called in “fast movers” to dump rockets and napalm on-target.
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