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For my mother and father





Was it for this the clay grew tall?


—Wilfred Owen











PREFACE



It is hard to say where this all began.


On August 2, 1985, my father died of a gunshot wound in his store in Woodland Hills, California. No one of the thousand people who came to the funeral could find the words to speak at the burial ground. After long minutes of listening to the wind at Holy Cross Cemetery in Los Angeles, an adopted son of our family, the philosophy professor Dr. Nicholas Habib, volunteered an eloquent farewell. It was filled with silences.


I had just become a father myself for the first time and feared the cord between generations recently and delicately brought forth had been abruptly cut. My wife and I observed our first anniversary two days after the violent tragedy. I remember a confusion of flowers.


The family was more or less exploded, and the vacuum created by the explosion pulled the oxygen out of my writing system. Years went by. Words withered inside me. It was all I could do just to get to work and back on time and to bring three boys from infancy to school age. I can honestly say I was not undergoing a writer’s block for those years; I simply had no will to write, and in fact found the whole notion of writing empty. Understanding, and the will to understand, had deserted me.


Still, my father’s past life twisted like a nettle inside me. A young and vibrant sixty when he died, my father was just turning the corner on personal failure. But we lived 3,000 miles apart for the hardest years of his life—a decade. Many times I contemplated the flag that had draped his coffin: How could someone who survived the Battle of the Bulge be felled one mile from home? And by friendly fire?


I would speak with his former friends, colleagues, and relatives late at night in bars, living rooms, backyards, or cars. I found out some things that disturbed or elevated, but they didn’t cohere or give solace. Then I met the men with whom he had fought so long ago.


In the dark period when my father was out of work after he had closed his twenty-five-year-old garment manufacturing business, he gave in to the exhortations of a friend that he take his frustration to a shooting range. He was not a lover of guns. Unlike many in the San Fernando Valley who assure intruders of an “Armed Response,” he did not own a firearm. I wouldn’t say he was without fear, but he was without that kind of fear.


Nevertheless, from boredom or loneliness, he accompanied his friend—whose dress firm was still puttering along—to shoot. It was a fateful decision. It’s possible, since my father hadn’t fired a weapon since World War II, that, as he aimed a pistol at the target, the several explosions of an afternoon bent his eardrum. From that day forward he complained of a ringing in his ears—tinnitus it’s called. No doctor or friend could help.


As he struggled to get his work bearings, he would put a hand up to his ear. His own voice and the voices of others began to echo; he was like some kind of Beethoven struggling to make music as the bustle of the world ebbed away. Seven years after the factory closing he lay dead on the floor of his new photocopy store, a smile on his face. The ringing had stopped; the symphony had begun.


On the many nights I have stayed awake thinking about him, I wondered whether he had heard that bullet coming at him for forty years without knowing it, and that the ringing from the shooting range was only the last warning. I mean forty years after a bad winter in Belgium in which he, like so many men, had dropped.


My father repeated only two things about his experience as a paratrooper in World War II: “I ate my K-rations on a silver platter at the Hotel Negresco in Nice,” and, “All my friends were killed around me.” The latter referred to the Ardennes in the winter of 1945. In retrospect, though I see him now as the freest man I’ve known, for him the war was too painful an event to dwell on. And at the knob-end of midlife he was dead, the secrets of the most jarring events in his life, it would seem, buried with him.


In 1988, on a lonely afternoon in a small bookstore that is now out of business, a certain book caught my eye. It was Ridgway’s Paratroopers by Clay Blair. In it I was startled to discover something I had never found in a history of World War II, mention of my father’s little unit: “Nowhere were casualties heavier than in Wood Joerg’s 551st Battalion.”1 Nowhere? Blair was referring to the Battle of the Bulge.


Having spotted a footnote about a unit history by someone named Dan Morgan, I managed to reach Blair and to learn Morgan’s phone number. More clicked in that first conversation than the receiver. Morgan suggested I come to Europe with the unit’s veterans for their first sizable overseas reunion the following summer.


My brother, captivated by the notion that we might find someone who knew Aref Orfalea and might discover how his war experience had shaped the unusual man he was, eagerly agreed to go along, as did my seventynine-year-old Aunt Jeannette who, at age five, had sung “Over There!” for a World War I war bond drive.


By summer 1989, we were hustling down the Promenade D’Anglais in Nice, halted momentarily by the vision of a man in a parachute being towed out to sea by a speedboat, “para-sailing.” The carmine dome of the whitewashed grand old Negresco loomed. We ducked in over the plush red carpet and under a giant chandelier.


The floor manager’s mouth pursed cynically at our story of traveling with American veterans who had run the Nazis out of Nice long ago, “Oh yes, we were captured by Italy, then Germany, and we were lib-er-a-ted by you Americans.” It was like a salad Niçoise—sour and cold.


But when I wondered aloud if the Negresco still served K-rations warm on silver plates and mentioned that my dead father had liked them that way, the man’s face visibly changed.


“Go into the bar please, and order whatever drink you would like—on the house.”


Jean-Paul Marro later joined us, shaking his head at our gin-and-tonics, “What, no champagne?” He motioned for a mint drink himself and told us of his war experience in Algeria. When his wife and he had toured the United States for their twentieth anniversary, he had found himself most moved by Arlington National Cemetery. “I realized there how many lives had been given by America for us,” he bowed his head.


Seeing us off at the front of the Negresco, Marro took a green package from behind his back: “This is for your mother. Tell her France appreciates what her husband did for our freedom.” It was a bottle of French perfume.


That one gesture may very well have snapped the spell and begun this book. On return to the United States, I started to do research, casually at first, and then more intensely. It was not long, however, before I realized that the 551st Parachute Infantry Battalion was one of the most extraordinary units to fight in World War II, and almost nothing existed in archives about it. After its abrupt disbandment in February 1945, its men, not to mention its history, seemed to disappear into thin air. That it took the worst, or second-worst, rate of casualties at the Battle of the Bulge and yet was a blank on the official record mystified me.


One day I dug up from a box in a closet a little book my father had given me on my ninth birthday, a children’s guide to the airborne in World War II: The Story of the Paratroops, by George Weller (1958).2 Perusing it for the first time in thirty years, I realized one reason why I had been remiss all those years in questioning him about his unit: There was nothing in the book about the 551st, in fact, nothing at all about its two combat zones—southern France and Belgium. I must have concluded then that my father’s outfit was inconsequential.


I began interviewing the men around the country and at their annual reunions. Dan Morgan’s unit history served as a cornerstone, though I knew I had to reach beyond it to tell the full story, if indeed the full story could be found at all. I traveled three times to Europe researching in archives and interviewing Belgian and French civilians, as well as German veterans from units that opposed the 551st. (Interestingly, its chief antagonist, the 62d Volksgrenadiers Division, appeared almost as lost to history as the 551st.) The men graced me with most of an extant thirteen wartime diaries and memoirs, a bumper crop for such a small outfit, inasmuch as soldier diaries were strongly frowned upon and in many cases forbidden by the U.S. Army during the war for security reasons. The intrepid GIs who had the nerve to keep one had to do so on the sly. The fact that so many of the 551st had risked a journal in combat told me that they were going through something that cried out for expression.3


My journeys took me to places I never expected to go—for one, Fort Benning, Georgia, where I stood in front of the 34-foot jump tower and appealed to a skeptical jumpmaster to give me a shot at it. I explained briefly that I was writing a book about my father’s battalion in World War II, the 551st.


No change in expression.


“They were an independent unit,” I said. “The only other one in the war like them was the 509th.”


His furrowed brow suddenly loosened, and his lips crept upward. “Ah, the 509th. I was with them when they were reactivated for a while in the ’sixties.”


“Great unit.”


He nodded, looking left and right.


“You ever jumped before?”


“No, sir.”


“Ever want to?”


“No, sir. I’m scared to death of heights. I look down in elevators. I stared at my wife’s sweater all the way to the top of the Eiffel Tower.”


“Uh huh.”


“Please, sergeant. I will be deeply in your debt.”


“It’s against regulations, you know.”


“The 551st and the 509th had to do a lot of things that were against regulations at the Battle of the Bulge.”


He nodded, looked at my forlorn tie wafting in the breeze, my seersucker suit and polished dress shoes.


“Nice shoes,” he smiled.


“I try.”


“All right, hook ‘im up!”


It was a fair hike up the metal stairs, the equivalent of four stories. At the top was a female corporal. Thank God for women. A yard to my left was an open ledge 34 feet off the ground. “I’m going to clamp your static line to the guide wire, and when I say ‘Go’ you don’t hesitate,” she said, “You go.”


Thank God for tough, lovely women, and for orders. If she had said, “Go when you’re ready,” I’d still be up there.


“Go!”


I jumped out and felt my stomach fall out of my body. Nightmares of falling and that strange trick I have had in sleep of jerking myself awake before hitting the ground leapt with me. But this wasn’t sleep. I could see the headline now: “Author Dies While Trying to Be a Man: Leaves Manuscript Undone.” Then the guide wire caught and bounced me upward, up and down, until I was sailing free across a football-size field, like a touchdown pass, fast. Halfway across it, I remembered to bury my chin in my chest. “Lift your legs!” the soldiers on an embankment shouted as I flew toward them. Up they went in the nick of time, missing a hummock by 2 inches.


First Sergeant James Prince of the 507th Regiment came up to me and smiled, “Well, what was it like?”


“Thrilling.”


“Looked sharp. You want to enlist?”


“You never know,” I smiled.


Along that road of eight years, people were intrigued and helpful, like Sergeant Prince, but it would be an overstatement to say I received universal support. One veteran from another unit physically threatened me. A lieutenant colonel tasked with an official Pentagon study of the 551st for late awards spat out over the phone, “You’re f—ed up.” Another said if I were to reveal what he had told me about the unit’s ultimate demise, someone in the unit would commit suicide. (Needless to say, though I felt that highly unlikely, I revealed nothing of the theory.) One day a fellow appeared wanting to look at my father’s uniform in the attic for what he said was a Smithsonian Institution exhibit of which he was the supposed curator. An instinct held me back. Before the year was out he had conned several 551st men out of their priceless war uniforms and memorabilia; they had moved via the black market to collectors in Europe. The alleged confidence man from Bethesda, Maryland, is under FBI investigation.4


There is more than one reason that 551st memorabilia are so prized and so rare. (An original 551st patch will fetch a price of several thousand dollars.) But what cloud was this unit under?


Having garnered the unexpected will, was I able to write the story? And then, I asked myself, did I have the right to write it at all? I have never been to war. (I have been, for whatever it is worth, to war zones as a correspondent and visitor.) My only military commitment was to the U.S. Army for one year in the Reserved Officers Training Corps during the Vietnam years at Georgetown University in Washington, D.C. I learned in that year to shoulder and take apart an M-I rifle, which I would never use in battle; I also learned, after several weeks of missing the target, that I had been squinting my down-barrel eye. The weary ROTC major who finally caught this error did not smile.


That was freshman year at the Hilltop—1968, a pivotal year for my generation, as was 1941 for my father’s. Some years back my mother reminded me that I wrote home early that year expressing disgust at the unwashed bumpkins of the Students for a Democratic Society whose protest brays broke the calm of class registration. By year’s end, Robert Kennedy and Martin Luther King, Jr., were assassinated. My generation was marked by those bullets. I had no knowledge then that a senior named Bill Clinton was taking blankets to those left homeless by a rioting city, and could not possibly guess that he would become the American president 25 years later and that his Administration would consider an extraordinary Presidential Unit Citation for my father’s ill-fated, valiant battalion a half century after its demise.


I was against the war in Vietnam, and so, too, was my old GOYA (the unit motto: Get-Off-Your-Ass) father, though we were not without arguments on the matter (I think Nixon’s invasion of Cambodia tipped him over the edge). By the time I encountered a girl on Healy Lawn who had seen the four students at Kent State shot to death by the National Guard, I had been the recipient of a 4-F draft registration status, the compliments of a doctor against the war who unexpectedly stretched my childhood asthma further than was probably warranted. I accepted the gift horse.


Those years are filled with regret for me, not for having opposed the war, but because I didn’t take a greater stand against it, a stance worthy of the same sort of courage my father and his fellow GIs had shown two wars back. It should have been far better, in retrospect, to have lodged a conscientious objector’s stand (which I toyed with but abandoned because at that time COs had to take a stand against all war, which I could not agree to, feeling, as I did, that my father’s service in Europe had been right).


I came to understand President Clinton’s sense of being “cheated” by history by being served up a war that should not have been fought. A sense of guilt, too, that others not as fortunate (or callow) as I did risk or give their lives with reasonably good motives in a lost cause.


Yet there are other ways to serve—so many pressing ones today—the battlefronts are right in front of us. And though my life has so far been spared a foreign war, it has not been spared a domestic one.


This all combined to lead me to the task at hand. I have always been attracted to buried histories. But my encounter with the men of the 551st, and the pathos and strangeness of their story, was more than attraction; it was revelation. The more I found out about them, the more I discovered I was plumbing the mysteries of my own father’s life. Perhaps in coming to grips with their violent end—I told myself—I might do so with his.


But I made myself no promises. The dogged efforts on the brink of death by the old men to resurrect their past and to set the record straight spurred me and became a part of the narrative itself. If my first book, Before the Flames—about immigrants to the United States from the Arab world—was a tribute to my grandparents’ generation, this story of my father’s lost battalion might be a salutation to the generation of my parents, through the crucible of its signature event, World War II.


To those who follow military history, the “lost battalion” is associated with World War I; New Yorkers of the 1st Battalion, 308th Infantry Regiment, 77th Division, were surrounded by Germans for five days in October 1918 in the Argonne forest. Unlike the 551st, however, it was never really “lost” in position, in recognition, or to the better judgment of high command. Everyone knew just where it was, and it was celebrated—three men had the Medal of Honor pinned on them by General John Pershing. One of them, Lieutenant Colonel Charles Whittesley, went on extended lecture tours, though he cried out once in exasperation, “I want to forget the war!”5 The brave battalion took 50 percent casualties—a dreadful sum, indeed—but the 551st took more in Belgium, at least 84 percent.


There are details about the life and death of the 551st that are controversial and still in dispute. (For one thing, this book confronts the myth of Bastogne as the centerpiece of the Bulge campaign, in a very concrete way, questioning the selectivity, if not blindness, that mythmaking entails.) Where the facts run out, I indicate that. In a few places, I have also taken some narrative liberties with dialog or inner thoughts (italicized), but I have taken pains to flag them for the reader as conjecture or probability and have grounded them in material culled from my research and interviews.


A mechanical note: Where dialog or quoted material is not footnoted, the reader should know its origin is either in my ninety interviews with the men or those of Dan Morgan.


Although I am not a professional military historian, what some (including the Pentagon) have let pass for history concerning the 551st is astonishing. My research has had several motives: to fill a gap, to let the true record speak as strongly and compellingly as possible, and to bring to a great story all the craft I could muster in order that it might endure. It seems the imagination has a legitimate role to play in history, not to distort, but to pull the gold from the dross and to give it life. And so I have tried to make this a history of human beings in strife, and not solely a record of which unit moved where and when with what weapons.


I have not written this book for military buffs, per se, nor am I particularly interested in fulfilling the needs of romantics or sensationalists. I have written the book primarily out of gratitude for the men themselves and to fulfill in some part the impossible debt of a son. The book is for ordinary people such as myself who have sons and fathers, with a special nod to those to whom something extraordinary, even incredible, has happened. It is obvious the 551st fits that description. I hasten to add that though the book certainly guarantees no recovery from any particular trauma, the writing of it has helped me. That is the most anyone should claim.


To state my final motive plainly: I wanted to try and keep my father from dying again. Neither he nor the unit should have ended at the precipices at which they found themselves. Neither’s story—at least in my obsession—could be written about separately, one divorced from the other. I was to find that one might pull the slip-knot of the other, but only if they were cinched together in the first place.


Here is the story sewn of a lost battalion and a lost father. As my father would have said, jumping out the air door of his warplane or pulling away from bumper-to-bumper L.A. traffic for a few precious seconds of freedom: Geronimo!
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I
THE OLD MEN RETURN
Europe, August 1989


But I know you set great store on what opens up a fresh field.


—Natasha to Pierre, War and Peace



1 Band of outsiders



“Can you imagine the enormous sound then, and how quiet it is now?”


Chuck Miller, who carried a bazooka then, for many years afterward a wrench, and now a heart condition, was walking the green hills and fields of the Ardennes. It was August 1989 in eastern Belgium, the site of the greatest battle the American Army ever fought, the Battle of the Bulge. He was one of a million men in uniform clashing in the snow amid deafening sound. And now it was green and silent, except for the lowing of a few cows, and the clanking of their iron bells.


Miller stood in a depression in the woods, filled with a half-century of pine needles, a good place to lie down, he thought, testing the thick natural cushion with his hand. Long ago, he had thrust a steel bayonet through the chest of a German soldier who had stood up in that very hole with no pine needles to catch him.


“I didn’t want to live it,” Miller said, feeling the old sap on a pine’s bark. “I didn’t have to relive it. Maybe it’s better to keep it cloudy. But I seem strong-willed enough not to be torn up by the past. I’ve been called cold-hearted. I knew we had taken a horrible beating. But until my first 551st reunion last year in Chicago, I was under the impression we only had three people left.”


A few more than that, but not too many more. Memory—the dread and strange allure of it—was beginning to seep into Chuck Miller of Rancho Cucamonga, California, late in his life. Like my father, Miller had managed for most of his life to blot out his experiences in World War II. The unusual, illfated Army unit in which they both served seemed to call the white-heat of their war back into a dark, still pool. And now it was being disturbed.


One of only two independent U.S. parachute battalions created during the war, the 551st was made up of a highly individualistic, cantankerous band of outsiders welded together in a national emergency. One of them was among the first U.S. soldiers to jump out of planes in 1940 at Fort Benning, Georgia, as part of the original paratrooper Test Platoon. The battalion was the first (and last) to hazard test jumps out of gliders. Two months after D-Day in Normandy, General Eisenhower overruled Churchill, who wanted an invasion of the Balkans, by opening up a second front in southern France. On August 15, 1944, the 551st executed a near perfect jump in the foothills behind Nice as part of Operation Dragoon—the first daylight combat drop in U.S. history.


The 551st was the first American unit to capture a German general in Europe (at Draguignan), the first U.S. force to reach Cannes and Nice. The 600-man battalion patrolled a 45-mile stretch of the France-Italy border in harsh winter conditions under Nazi shelling in the Maritime Alps—a job that normally called for at least a division (15,000 men). Finally, on December 27, 1944, Major General James Gavin gave the 551st the signal honor of spearheading the Allied counterattack against the terrifying German “Bulge” in Belgium, on its northern shoulder in the 82d Airborne Division’s sector. The battalion’s heroic push came at great cost—on January 7 only 110 of its 643 men walked out of the decisive battle at Rochelinval; many of those were “walking wounded.” Other than the wipeout of the 509th, the other independent parachute battalion, at Anzio, Italy, and later in Belgium, the 551st probably sustained the worst casualty rate of any U.S. battalion on the European front.


Strangely, shortly after Rochelinval the 551st was disbanded, its records destroyed, its valor left undecorated, and its existence forgotten—a fate more easily associated with the Vietnam War than the so-called good war. The unit should have been one of the most decorated units in U.S. military history; instead it became almost completely erased from the historical record.


The National Archives hold 12 cubic feet of official records for the other independent parachute battalion, which was also disbanded—the heavily-decorated 509th. For the 551st, there is one folder less than an inch thick. Even today at Fort Benning’s McCarthy Hall, every parachute unit that ever fought for the U.S. Army has its insignia emblazoned on the walls—except for the 551st.


[image: image]





Over the years, alone or together, the men have chewed on several theories about their unit’s fate: that Gavin was embarrassed enough by the losses to wipe out all records; that they were so heartbroken at their disbandment after Rochelinval, they themselves burned the records in the fields; that the 551st was just snake-bitten from the beginning; that the death of their commander deprived them of their most credible advocate for honors; that their “impossible” objective at Rochelinval was punishment for being a maverick unit. Some thought the unit’s final humiliation lay with General Matthew Ridgway, in whose massive XVIII Airborne Corps they formed a small part; Ridgway apparently disliked the independent paratroop units and was on the verge of disbanding them anyway before the Bulge hit. At the age of ninety-two, however, Ridgway wrote Colonel Dillard that the extinguishing of the record of the 551st was “a grave error and injustice to as gallant a combat battalion as any in WW II in Europe.”1 The paratrooper icon wrote me shortly afterward that he was aware of “serious efforts” under way to bring the “full record” of the 551st’s heroism and tragic fate to public light.2 Little did I know at the time that I would devote eight years of my life to that effort.


After the few survivors were stripped of their history, thirty years went by before Phil Hand managed to track down a handful of old men for a first reunion in Atlanta in 1977. In 1989 the first sizable return of 551st veterans to Europe occurred.


It didn’t take long to realize that the reunion in Europe carried a great deal of emotional weight for all the survivors and their families. With the twenty returning veterans were twelve spouses, thirteen children, and seven grandchildren. Phil Hand, for example, brought a son whose mind, he said, had been destroyed by glue sniffing in the 1960s. “He thinks he’s a paratrooper,” “Bubbles” Hand, a pink-faced man with sad Irish setter eyes, said to me one afternoon on a veranda in Nice. Ralph Burns of Lake View Terrace, California—no youngster at seventy with a Parkinson shake—did not leave behind his crippled wife Ruth but wheeled her everywhere we went, up and down war memorial steps, over the lawns of the graves at Henri Chapelle. A wealthy California developer with a taste for alcohol had brought his two feisty daughters—or they had brought him. Jack Leaf took sick in Nice and would be confined much of the trip to his hotel room. Leaf was no wet blanket, though. Early on in the trip I asked if he had married a French girl. “Every time I met one,” he quipped.


Even Aunt Jeannette, to whom Dad had sent most of his war correspondence, would not let a black-and-blue knee bashed the week of our departure stop her. For our journey Aunt Jeannette became the older sister many of the men had written to during the war.


I never asked my mother to accompany us. I knew what her answer would be: silence. My father had promised her a trip to Europe someday, but the rigors of raising three children, the crazy fashion industry, and his subsequent financial decline prevented it. When she finally went to Europe it was with her brother and his wife on their invitation. Father stayed home and minded the store. It fell to me to reach her that dim August night; she was in London. I instructed my uncle neither to tell her her husband had been shot nor by whom. I had to get her home after all, so I concocted a lie. “Car accident, bad shape” was all I said.


For her I am sure as she flew home the whole continent of Europe sank to a bottomless Sargasso Sea.



2 “And there it is—my tree!”



The men seemed in a trance as they moved out—now in their sixties and seventies—across the vineyards of the Valbourges estate at LaMotte, France, trying to remember just which bush or plot of earth took their falling bodies forty-five years before. Their maroon berets, navy blue blazers, white shirts, and white hair flickered among the grapevines, raspberries, and apple and pear trees.


“There it is!” Will Marks of Pennsylvania pointed to a lone poplar in the distance fronting a pond. ‘All my life I dreamed of falling into a tree by itself. You guys have been telling me we fell in the woods. And there it is—my tree!”


Harry Renick, a retired machinist from Detroit who now makes wishing wells, commented drily, “I made a three-point landing here: feet, butt, and helmet.” Others were seriously injured, impaled on stakes in the vineyard.


Approaching Valbourges to dedicate a plaque at the Stevens family chapel, Otto Schultz of West Virginia spied the tiled roof of a barn and remembered banging down on the tiles, riding his still-inflated chute to the ground. One of the Stevens family joked, “The broken tiles—they are still there. You may fix them!”


In the courtyard of the old, worn château sat an apparition in a wheelchair, ninety-one-year-old Mme. Henriette Stevens, who had bound up the first wounds of the 551st. The men spoke to her in low, hoarse English; she followed their eyes, hugged them. As I approached someone said, “But you are too young to be one of the paratroopers, no?” I looked at Mrs. Stevens—she resembled my father’s irascible Lebanese immigrant mother, who had peddled on the streets of New York at the turn of the century. “I am here for my father, madame,” I said in basic French, tipping my beret. “He is dead now, but I give you his thanks.”


Colonel Dillard had given the maroon beret to me earlier in the day for a wreath-laying ceremony at the U.S. Rhône cemetery at Draguignan. It was cocked correctly for me by one of the vieilles suspentes (“old risers” literally, what the surviving French resistance paratroopers call themselves), who’d come all the way from Paris for the ceremony. When I heard “The Star Spangled Banner,” “The Marseillaise,” and taps, my hand instinctively moved from heart to forehead to join the men.


On our bus that night back to Nice I asked Harry Renick what the 551st motto—GOYA—meant. “Get Off Your Ass,” Harry said mildly. That smacked of Dad’s favorite, “Go get ‘em!” cried out whenever he was happy, challenged, or off on his beloved motorcycle into the Mojave Desert. My brother’s restaurant in Santa Barbara, in fact, commemorates both the motto and the motorcycle, where one hangs from the ceiling above the diners. Hearing that, Otto recalled: “You know, we requisitioned a motorcycle from the Germans at Cannes. One guy was fond as hell of that thing. It could have been your father.”


Slowly the gray canvas of my father’s life in the war gained an oval of color here and there; the anger and gaiety we knew as he was raising us began to dovetail with the verve in darkness that got him through the war or, indeed, was caused by it. My father was a life-messenger of sorts. He always seemed to want to urge life along; left alone, life could atrophy, self-destruct, or, worst of all, end up meaningless. GOYA! “Go get ‘em!” “Rise and shine!” “Up and at ‘em!” “We’re off and running!” “Zing ‘em!” For my father, reveille was a requirement in civilian life—and at all hours, I might add.


How many childhood car trips to the Sierras began with his lusty version of “Blood on the Risers” (sung to the tune of “The Battle Hymn of the Republic”):


“Is everybody happy?” cried the sergeant looking up/Our Hero feebly answered, “Yes,” and then they stood him up,/He leaped right out into the blast, his static line unhooked,/AND HE AINT GONNA JUMP NO MORE! GORY, GORY, WHAT A HELLUVA WAY TO DIE!3


I had one last question about the LaMotte drop. Dad once vaguely mentioned his most fearful moment in the service as a night jump. But the 551st had dropped in southern France on a late summer afternoon. Instead of fear of the night, there was fear of German guns which could sight them. So when had there been a night jump? The men figured it wasn’t in Europe but in training at Camp Mackall, North Carolina, where they participated in dangerous, innovative airborne tests, such as the first live parachute jumps from gliders. There in the foggy night of February 16, 1944, eight GIs were misdropped in lakes; they parachuted with 100 pounds of equipment straight to the bottom and drowned. The disaster jolted the bereaved relatives of a drop victim to contact the columnist Drew Pearson, whose angry pieces prompted the Army to adopt the British “quick release” harness.


The only quick release the horrific event engendered in the men was of jets of anxiety. Restless by nature (their first mission to drop on Vichy-leaning Martinique was aborted), the 551st rebelled. At one point, two hundred of its men were in the guardhouse. I remember Dad once telling me, only half-jokingly, that he spent more time jumping in between two warring servicemen than in combat against the Nazis. When one is pumped up for war and the climax is withdrawn or, worse, one’s own men are wasted in training, something in the muscles goes either limp or very taut. To blur training and combat, as Paul Fussell has noted, is “so wrong as to be unmentionable.”4


Only the return of their charismatic, youthful commander, Lieutenant Colonel Wood Joerg, calmed them somewhat. Following a hearing, the older Colonel Rupert Graves, who had overseen the tragic Mackall night jump, was transferred after shouting at the 551st from his balcony, “You—re not going to ruin my career! You—re not soldiers! You’re all rabble!”


In one of the ironies of war, Colonel Graves ended up commanding the 551st again when it was attached at the Battle of the Bulge to his 517st Parachute Regimental Combat Team. A day after its detachment from Graves, it was the 551st that got the nod to enter the meat grinder. Several of the men have wondered if they were the victims of a clash of personalities at the top, traceable back to their training days.



3 “Always the farthest one back”



Maybe rebellion was inherent.


What, in fact, makes a man want to jump out of a plane? And not just that, but to be one of the first to do it in battle? It’s a bit like running away to the circus, but worse—no one shoots at the acrobat on the high wire.


I queried the men about being “airborne.” Otto Schultz, retired from Union Carbide (he had worked on the Bhopal project and shook his head about it), thought back to childhood. “I’d run along a wall to leap into sand as a kid—always the farthest one back.” Charles Fairlamb, at seventy-four retired from Boeing in Seattle, joined the 551st in Panama, where he was repairing lines for the phone company. “I figured I liked to keep climbing poles!” he grinned. The men seemed to possess an excess of energy, a critical mass of sorts, that had made them a chancy bunch. There was an almost cherished restlessness about them. “Most people who became paratroopers were dissatisfied where they were,” Phil Hand said. “A bunch of malcontents,” Ed Hartman put it bluntly.


Parachuting attracted the romantic. Dan Morgan of Washington joined the 551st after being disappointed to discover that there was no horse calvalry being mounted to fight the Chinese: “They had replaced horses with halftracks.” There was also the matter of status. “If you could see it lightning and hear it thunder you could get into the Army,” said Charles Austin of Texas. “Not everyone could be a paratrooper.” It wasn’t so much a question of being fearless. “After jumping thirteen times, I had never landed in a plane in my life, so the first time I landed it was like a screw propeller going into the ground—I was scared as hell,” a grizzled, trim Max Bryan from Yorktown, Virginia, admitted. “But you say to yourself, I was a man.”


As for my father, I can only guess the motive. He was the last of six children, after four sisters and a brother who was already stationed in Burma. He’d certainly had plenty of babying and something to prove. Unlike his siblings, who had grown up in wealth, by the time Aref was coming of age in Cleveland, his millionaire linen merchant father had lost it all in the Depression. He watched his father move from being a gent with a gold fob at the cash register to operating a lathe, and he witnessed the ensuing rancor between my grandmother and grandfather. A life of grandeur and wealth slipping into penury—what else to do but jump? A good war is a good place to jump.


The men of the 551st seemed acutely distrustful of authority, not the best attitude for people involved in die U.S. Army. (The murderous blunder at Camp Mackall only reinforced their attitude.) Their very “551” was assigned out of sequence (battalions of its sort being numbered 501 to 517), so the Germans would think there were more U.S. paratroopers than actually existed. They savored their independent status, and relished it when their commanding officer, Lieutenant Colonel Wood Joerg, told them, “Each of you is worth five other men.”


If one person appears to have epitomized the spirit of the 551st, it was Joerg himself. Ebullient, charming, an unreconstructed rebel “Jaw Jaw” (Georgia) boy at West Point, he was not a great student. The 1937 USMA yearbook lists him as 230 out of 298 in class ranking. But it also credits him as a “Rabble Rouser” who pumped up the stands during ball games, with “a heart a yard long and a smile a mile wide.” By the time of the offensive at the Bulge, that smile and that heart would have to change places.


He liked to root, to work his deep Southern accent on the girls in a way that was both shy and confident, and to dance. He was not, according to one classmate, “a hive (bookworm)” but a “hopoid.” Joerg was hop manager for the Point. He was not a “make” (cadet officer) but a “clean sleeve” (no chevrons to denote rank or authority). He was also “an area bird”—someone who spent many hours walking punishment tours around the Point with a rifle because of his horsing around.


A classmate who outlived him enough to become a brigadier general said Joerg was “full of the milk of human kindness.” He had a weakness for plebes, who took a terrible beating, as he had, from upperclassmen, a sympathy he later exhibited—enough to be warned—for men under his command.


The line soldiers of the 551st loved him, it seems, and he returned the sentiment; some remember him on the phone in a frenzy to get the suicidal mission at Rochelinval canceled. It appears the man from “Jaw-Jaw” saw death at an early age, and it made him dance. Joerg’s first roommate at West Point died as a cadet, sending him into great inner turmoil. The first American pilot killed in World War II was from Joerg’s cadet company.


It fitted the dark irony surrounding the 551st like hard chute that one Major General C. S. O’Malley would remember Wood Joerg’s “heroic death at Bastogne.” When the hot shrapnel pierced his helmet and killed him, Joerg and the men who fell around him in the snow were 25 miles north of where McAuliffe was to give his famous “Nuts!” reply to a German order to surrender. Brigadier General McAuliffe was rescued by Patton, but there would be no rescue at a snow-clamped, obscure knoll called Rochelinval.



4 A lonely hutch



My father was not a physical fitness nut. His generation as a whole saw nothing particularly worth worshiping about the body. Those who fought World War II worked like dogs to end up with a kidney-shaped pool and a circular drive, daily ate bacon and eggs, drank coffee not decaf, smoked Lucky Strikes or Marlboros, had affairs instead of relationships, and took up, if anything, bowling or the somnolent game of golf. Dad vehemenüy refused to be a golfer.


As a teenager in Cleveland his sports were football and ice hockey. A split end for a rather accomplished neighborhood football team, the Cleveland Olympics, just before he entered the war, he hit a peak when the Olympics copped a citywide championship.


His quarterback friend, Bud Lank, and he were the only ones who played on both first string and second string teams. They were never out of the Olympics lineup. Muscular in a lean way, at 5 feet, 10 inches, Aref was pound-for-pound the best tackier and blocker on the team, Lank thought. He recalled fondly, “Your father was a contact kind of guy.”


That he was. He would hold your shoulder to make a point, touch finger to knee to underscore it, bear-hug with a grip that was not afraid to last. Lank said Aref was always slapping the players on the back in the huddle, spurring them on to a quicker stop-and-go, a blunter block. He was, in short, a Wood Joerg type.


Los Angeles was not the best place for an excellent ice skater to bring up a family. As much as he loved Mother, it was clearly a disappointment to him that she never learned to skate (and abhorred his motorcycle). I became his partner on ice as a boy, as did my sister, Leslie. But most of the time he skated alone with the slight crouch of a speed skater, crossing over smoothly on turns, weaving gently, swiftly, in and out of the fumbling Angelenos, an anonymous messenger of grace. He loved skating music; if he heard “Frenesi” or anything by Glenn Miller, he immediately took off. An evening at the small Valley rink would end with him unlacing our boots and wistfully blowing over his hot chocolate as he confided that that ultimate female skating partner had eluded him.


If he had found her, earlier, would any of us children have existed? Perhaps a son would not have been afraid of heights.


I tried. I skated pretty well for a native Angeleno—I had a good teacher. But I never learned to stop on a dime like my father, who barreled toward the wall, pivoted at the last second, bit his blades sideways into the ice with a shuusssh, ice shavings sprayed on my sister and me. I suppose if you know how to stop you’re not so afraid of speed. If I speed-skate anywhere, it’s on the page, or else I parachute to its bottom. It’s not a bad substitute for innate, physical grace, which my father—unconscious of his own body—had in spades.


The jogging health mania that began with my generation and Jane Fondaed into a multibillion—dollar industry over the last decade seemed stupid and pointless to him even when he discovered, with everyone else, cholesterol. “I’m going puffing,” he would announce to my mother’s exhorations, exhaling smoke. And he smoked seriously—inhales and exhales were dramatic billowing caesuras, smoke signals of dilemma or pain. Strangely enough, smoke for him was a life-force. Toward the end he tried to quit for Mom, even adopted lower-tar cigarettes. But his heart wasn’t in it.


I say all this to note the paradox of that generation of Americans that spent childhood in the Depression, fought in World War II as teenagers, and as adults built the country as we know it today, for better or worse, richer or polluted, in plutonium and in health. That paradox is one of excess and selflessness. It was a generation that acted first, thought later. Ours, on the other hand, thinks almost everything into oblivion. Ours projects all, yet seems at a loss to do anything that will substantially alter what we so brilliantly project, most of which is payment for fifty years of excess since the war—chemical water, dying forests, soaring deficits, clogged arteries, rockets and bombs like hardened foam from a million panting mouths.


I can’t blame my father or his generation for the Age of Excess anymore than I blame my own for its Age of Informed Narcissism. History and time create us more than we fathom. I only note the ironies—Dad’s excess was generous, selfless, and dealt the future some mortal blows. Our touted social consciousness seems drained to a pittance of the grand protest era that gave us “our” war crucible. We are late, curiously cranky parents. And we are not so hot with the future, either, sinking in the mire of the present, saving nothing but the bills from our credit cards. Our sin is presbyopia; his generation’s—myopia. Even then by the day we escape from the immediate, from contact. We are all learning to draw our wagons in a circle quite well from the teeming hordes of the ghetto, crack wars, the homeless. We become kinder, gentler Republicans at a far remove from what needs our kindness and gentleness less than our ability to act. To act? That might entail uncertainty, even heartache.


Perfectly healthy as I was in my twenties—a bicycler, basketball player, swimmer—I once prodded Dad that he needed exercise. He snapped, “I got my exercise hauling fifty dresses at a clip over my shoulders up and down Ninth and Los Angeles Streets. I got my exercise lugging an 80pound radio over the Maritime Alps.” It was the closest he ever came to bravado. It was as out of character as it was for him to be out of work.


I used to dream about the Maritime Alps, unable to find them on the map. They held a lofty, Tibetan image in my mind. After the 551st came down from the Provence foothills of their parachute drop, taking Cannes, Nice, and other towns of the Côte D’Azur, it was ordered to go up into the high mountains separating France from Italy, where the retreating Germans fled. That was September 1944. Those were the Maritime Alps. (Three months after serving one of the longest uninterrupted combat stints in Europe, the 551st was relieved in the Alps by the heralded Japanese-American battalion, the 100th.)


On some bright August days in 1989 we veterans and family ascended the Maritimes. I had my eye out for old Army radios. His would have been an SCR-300 backpack version, good practice for hauling a garment bag stuffed with samples. German pillboxes still squatted in the crags of the mountain. Chuck Fairlamb remembered boulders the Germans had rolled into the dry riverbed of the Var River so that gliders couldn’t land there. As the road narrowed and steepened, and as the clear green Var wandered in a lazy late summer fall past islets and cottonwoods, Harry Renick seemed dreamy.


“What a place to come at night with a girl!” he mused, his dull blue eyes brightening at the sight. “You lie down on a towel with the rocks and the water rushing by. And boy, the wind over you! After you’re done, you go dip it in the cold water. Downstream, it gets warmer!”


I asked Harry, a tall man who looked as though he might hunt, if the 551st ever saw bears or other animals in the Alps.


“Animals?” he dropped. “We were too concerned with the two-legged animals.”


At Saint-Martin-Vesubie a good-sized crowd swarmed us in the town square, where, tilleuls rippling in a mountain breeze, we had a wreathe-laying ceremony with the mayor and town council and vin d’honneur. One gap-toothed woman, eyes sparkling in a leathery face, insisted I translate for her that she had done the men’s laundry during the war. Another with eyeglasses had given them gum, she nodded shyly. Everywhere we went were townspeople clutching forty-five-year-old photos, trying to compare the burnished boyish GI faces with the men whose skin had turned to many dry rivers, but whose eyes were searching for that one person who knew them then, who bound up a bullet wound or even sold them baguettes.


Swerving up the steep, narrow mountain road to the next village of their Alpine duty—tiny Isola—I imagined my father in his glory on the motorcycle bending to the precipice as he distributed messages to the battalion. A chapel from the Middle Ages thrust its steeple above the green valley.


“Helluva nice place to live—I wouldn’t want to fight a war here,” Max Bryan mused.


Phil Hand recalled that after the war his insomnia and bad nerves from the Bulge were relieved only by imagining the period the 551st had spent in the snow—covered Alps, “one of the most beautiful and peaceful things I’d ever known.” It was arduous duty, as well. Many of the men had to learn cross-country skiing for their patrols. Some were picked off in the snow by German snipers. Some did the picking.


In November 1944 Dad wrote his sister Jeannette that he helped “serve Mass,” avoiding in the V-mail tradition saying where he was. It was the Alps period. Attending Mass in Isola chapel, my brother and I lit a candle and thought of him pouring the cruets as a nineteen-year-old in fatigues. For all his passion, he had a deep well of humility and faith that began to ebb only with the onset of my sister’s mental illness in the late 1970s. A rosary taken from a bombed shrine in 1944 by a scout, Joe Cicchinelli—miraculously unhurt—was worn by a statue of the Blessed Mother at Isola chapel. Outside the chapel, Bob Van Horssen of Grand Haven, Michigan—father of ten—gave his wings to a crippled girl.


Before having lunch at the Hôtel de France (which had been badly shelled during the war) we found ourselves made part of a procession for Saint Roch, the local patron, through whose intercession the Black Plague of the Middle Ages bypassed Isola. Down the cobblestones we walked behind a wooden statue of Saint Roch. Someone pointed up a building’s high wall. Bullet holes from the war still peppered it. Saint Roch had not spared the village that. And some mute collective protest bone in Isola had kept that evidence from being repaired.


Higher we went, up to 7,000 feet and the last Alpine town patrolled by the 551st—Saint-Etienne de Tinée. We were mobbed. It seemed the entire population of one thousand turned out to greet us. There was another French Army band and a company of French troops for the ceremonies. A gaggle of French generals and an admiral stood pointing and nodding.


Chuck Miller remembered the long, arduous hikes up and down the mountain slope at Saint-Etienne, playing a kind of hide-and-seek with the Germans above: “We’d look up with our binoculars at them, and then they would go down and look up at us.” As Melville said of the American Civil War: “All wars are boyish, and are fought by boys.”


By midnight we were beautifully beat and traveling down the mountain. In the dark Glenn Miller tunes bathed us in memory, like a warm tide. Doug Dillard had put a tape on:


Hy-a Mister Jackson!” everything’s O K-A-L-A-M-A-Z-O
Oh what a gal, a real pipperoo
I’ll make my bid for that freckle-faced kid I’m hurrying to.
I’m going to Michigan to see the sweetest gal in Kalamazoo.


Wishing-well Harry, who really had taken to the willowy brunette waitress in Sainte-Etienne (“Tell her she’s got class—tell her she’s beautiful”) in the dimness saw Aunt Jeannette drink some spring water from a bottle.


“Don’t drink that water, it’ll rust your pipes,” Harry said, having a last beer.


“I’m not going to worry about that now!” squawked the near-octagenarian Aunt Jen.


Harry leaned over and flicked on my reading light as I was taking out my notebook. “You gotta put a little life in this life,” he made us laugh, garbling “light” for “life.” Considering the 551st, perhaps that was not a garble.


At LaTurbie, Joe Cicchinelli took me on a forced march up a hillside to a disturbing memory. In advance of the battalion and with the help of a French civilian, Charles Calori, Cicchinelli and six other GIs lobbed grenades into the machine gun nest in a shack, killing the gunner.


But it was at the shadowy hutch out back—where three more Germans were surprised with bullets—that Cicchinelli jumped back and forth in the underbrush, squeezing his jaw. “One of them didn’t die,” he shook his head. It was that one, Joe said lowering his voice, that he shot in the head and watched, agog, the youth’s brains spill in a stream on the floor.


“What could I do?” Joe raised his head up to the sky. There was no answer—not from the bracken he was breaking as he paced, not from the bleached wood of the shack, not from us.


A shorter version of our father with his weathered tan, mustache, taut strength, and share of ghosts—Cicchinelli had spent years in psychotherapy working on that moment in LaTurbie, a bayonet attack at the Bulge, and months as a POW. Today he counsels Vietnam veterans. He still possesses the ID photos of the three young blond Germans, taken off their bodies fifty years ago.


That hutch. It was the first time Cicchinelli had faced it again since the war. And though he had returned three times to Europe and was staying with a Maquis veteran rather than at our hotel, he admitted, “The reason I come back—I hope by coming I can forget it.”


On the dirt path back I came upon the incongruous rusted guts of a piano. My father had met Mother while playing his patented one piano tune at a party. Had he ever killed someone face-to-face in the war? My brother said he had asked him that question once, and that Dad had said, no, he hadn’t.


He lied.


Some months after we returned from Europe, his old football pal Bud Lank sent me a revealing tape of his childhood memories of my father.


After the war, and after some months’ stay at various Army hospitals for his frozen feet, my father came back to Cleveland. One night he, Lank, and two other ex-GIs (including Tommy Stampfl of the 551st) went out drinking. By midnight they were fairly well loosened up in a bar and began to tell what many GIs would never tell—their darkest moment in the war.


Danny Polamski’s moment was his body, or what was left of it—he had lost both legs and an arm to a mine. Lank had broken his leg in a jeep accident. Dad’s dark moment was not his injury, however.


He said about forty German soldiers had holed up in a bakery. The 551st opened up with machine guns and rifles. As two Germans tried to escape out the side window, my father shot them both. Later, as he was walking with a squad along a hedgerow, some Germans jumped up. At point blank range, he shot one of them.


At the Battle of the Bulge, the 551st fought through farmland, for the most part. The towns they went through were hardly more than clusters of stone houses—Dairomont, Odrimont. It’s probable that the hedgerow incident was in Belgium. But the bakery?


One day I took a close look at an old photo of Joe Cicchinelli crouching with townspeople in Draguignan just after he had helped capture the Nazi general there and had torn down the Nazi flag from the mayor’s office. I squinted at the store window behind him. The lettering there said: Patisserie.


My father had to kill two men whose faces he could see all too well only a day into battle, a day after the jump into France. It must have stunned him. After 1945 he told no one about it.


In childhood games of cowboys and Indians, Aref was the only kid who always played the Indian, Lank said. It must have jarred the young man who had always been the Indian suddenly to have the lethal upper hand, if only for a few seconds, the way Cicchinelli was shocked enough at LaTurbie to seize the photos of the boys he had killed, as if that would somehow resuscitate them.


Phil Hand spoke of “emptying into” a German soldier at LaMotte. “Fifty others emptied into him,” Hand thought, the pure fear of the first day in battle. The idea of killing being an emptying of self—a draining of one, violently, into another—has something pathetically sexual about it, something utterly forlorn. You are emptying more than bullets. Your soul is switched in the kill. You become the dead one. In death he is full of you; in life you are a vacuum.


The day before we left Nice for Belgium, I sat with Cicchinelli on the roof of the Hotel Pullman. The sun glared off the mirror sunglasses of some topless women lounging by the rooftop pool. Around us the great bowl of Nice sparkled—its steeples, clay-tiled roofs, mottled, hazy hills. California by another name.


After a while we stopped talking. Joe fingered a napkin and looked up at me.


“How did your father die?”


“He was shot.” I startled myself. Few who ask get the truth, and no one else in the 551st asked.


“Who shot him?”


“My sister.”


He clamped my hand. His grip was hard, as if he were squeezing the handle of an elevator cut loose in a shaft. His head bent, ticking slightly.


“Oh, ooh.”


There was less oxygen in Nice that afternoon, and much less sun, and no topless women. That languid roof shrank into a lonely hutch in back of a photocopy store, a place where people are put out of their misery.



5 Peace in Nice



“I know him.”


Phil Hand held up a black-and-white photo of my father, the dashing GI home from the war, Airborne patch on his shoulder, his thick black hair pleasantly awry at the widow’s peak, ears lowered. A slight mustache. He looks like Richard Gere. There’s a gal nuzzled alongside him, someone who didn’t become my mother.


His feet are unfrozen, healed, and though they hurt in the cold, tonight is not cold. The liquor is flowing. He’s at a club in Cleveland or at some family shindig. He’s manly, confident, but not too confident. He isn’t smiling. His eyes are tree-bark in snow.


“I know him.”


Phil Hand didn’t nod, looking at the photo as we sat on the veranda of our Nice hotel. He was staring steadily through thick glasses. I’d been showing the photo to the men of the 551st from the day we began the journey. Most wanted to recognize him, no doubt, for our sake. But recognition of buddies they knew then takes a while for the old vets, even with flesh-and-blood partners before them.


I began to realize that no one really remembered my father from the war. That would change over the next seven years, to my wonder; for one man, Chuck Bernard, it would take six years for recognition suddenly to hit him in the face. During that first journey the disappointment was real, but no surprise. A battalion is 600 to 800 men; a company is 150 men; a platoon, 40. Only four men from my father’s Headquarters Company were on the trip.


In only one of hundreds of Hand’s photos was there a face so darkened, so inscrutable, that I could pour my hope into it, one among fifteen faces of grease-smeared men waiting to take off from Italy for the drop into southern France.


“It’s yours. Take it.” Phil gave the shade-man to me. I had thought the trip might lessen, not lengthen, the shadows I had come to live with.


Our Nice farewell speaker that night at dinner was fifty-one-year-old Rear Admiral H. G. (Hank) Chiles, Jr., then commander of a submarine group with the U.S. Sixth Fleet.5 “I and many of my generation stand in awe of you and the sacrifice of your generation during World War II,” Chiles told the men. “You see, you are legends.” The men, most of whom were privates during the war, looked stunned. To be praised by an admiral in such an intimate setting for feats long ago forgotten by the high brass was disorienting, to say the least.


Pointing to successful fleet exchange visits to Norfolk and Sebastopol under perestroika (the Soviet Union was to dissolve into fifteen states in two years with hardly a shot fired), Chiles told the vets, “There are signs of a more peaceful world, signs that perhaps future generations of Americans might know a world less disposed to violence than what you saw and fought for.


Who of us doesn’t want to believe that? Yet I saw in my mind’s eye the hot muzzle of my sister’s gun—the wreckage it wreaked in a few seconds. That had notíing to do with Communism, perestroika, or external enemies of any kind. If all the wars in the world suddenly stopped, the impossible time bomb of our waste would have to be dismantled; 200 million guns, 60 million of them handguns, would remain marking time in their American drawers, closets, beds, hands. And 2 million people as sick as my sister was sick.


A poet of Russia’s Silver Age, Valery Bryusov, noted that there are those who are freedom’s “captives.”


Admiral Chiles ended with a surprisingly pacifist reference to a soldier at Verdun, tipped his cap once again to the 551st for its “great contribution to freedom,” and asked the men and their families to pray “for an America strong in peace so we don’t have to be strong in war.” I couldn’t have agreed more. Two hundred million guns on our streets and in homes is not strength.



6 We are what we remember



The community of memory—the only community that lasts—quickened in the men when by train and bus following the route the 551st took in December 1944 as it rushed to the Ardennes to help stop Hitler’s last onslaught, we arrived in Belgium. Few of the returning GOYA veterans approached the last killing field “with tranquil restoration,” as Wordsworth would have it.


Memory. Drawn like moths to the flame of it, worried as to what it might contain, avid to share it with loved ones who might believe the otherwise unbelievable, or in Cicchinelli’s case, to burn it so hot in the soul it would finally cool and come off like a scab. What else but memory makes us human? As if preparing for the original battle, however hard, the old men seemed to say: We are what we remember. Not the half of it we nurse or suppress, but the whole of it we find, usually, with others.


Five facts: Ardennes horses, more nervous and quicker than most, are exported to the United States. Belgians are the largest per capita drinkers of beer in the world. The towns of eastern Belgium in the Ardennes have been crushed three times this century by invading Germans. The world’s largest mushroom industry based here uses the cool, damp old Nazi bunkers for growth. And lastly, according to our host, the former Belgian resistance leader Leo Carlier, Belgians are obstinately independent, each wanting “his house to be different.” That sounded like 551st territory. It was also the scene of Hitler’s last stand.


More than 600,000 Americans fought in the Ardennes in the six weeks after December 16,1944, their fiercest clash of the war in Europe. They took most of the 81,000 Allied casualties in that battle. No one thought Hitler would attack in the dense Ardennes forest, or would intensify the attack in the midst of the worst European winter recorded in the century. He did both.


Pine shadows dappled the men on the bus while Carlier related, “You have been the ‘unknown soldiers,’ the 551st. I met Colonel Dillard in 1985 and heard for the first time about your story and your destruction. I promised him we would make a memorial and I vowed you would never be forgotten. Tomorrow, you will be invaded.”


He wasn’t kidding. Hundreds of people, some from as far as Brussels, showed up for the dedication. A poster inside the town hall at Lierneux still warned children not to touch live bullets and shells in the fields, destructive relics of two world wars.


Now in the village of Rochelinval a monument to the 551st exists. Not the Americans, not the U.S. Army, but the Belgians themselves built the stone memorial; it took them two years. A young construction equipment operator, Claude Orban, did much of the spade work. We watched in hushed silence as Heide and Bo Wilson, grandchildren of Lieutenant Colonel Joerg, who was killed in an artillery treeburst nearby, unveiled the memorial.


The next day, our last, the men roamed the fields and the woods. I stood with Chuck Fairlamb, who fired the first mortar in the December 27, 1944, raid on Noirefontaine ordered by General Gavin that commenced the Allied rollback on the northern tier of the Bulge. We stood together on the green turf where that mortar round was lobbed so long ago. Only the buzz of gnats disturbed our ears.


FromJanuary 3 to January 7, 1945, over a snow-filled, forested area south of Trois Ponts, the 551st pushed the Germans back 3 miles in five days to the SaIm River-very slow, agonized fighting, often hand-to-hand combat. “It’s always easier to defend, as at Bastogne, than to attack, as we did toward Rochelinval,” Phil Hand explained. “We had to swing over the area like a gate.”


“By God, did we take that many casualties in that small area?” wondered Doug Dillard, who feels closer to the 551st than to battalions he himself commanded in Korea and Vietnam. Dillard pointed out a creek where the men soaked their boots, the beginning of their battle with frostbitten feet and trenchfoot in the subzero weather. My father’s feet froze up; he was evacuated to Liège. When I leapt over a barbed wire fence to photograph the creek, the men smiled.


It is not easy to picture in the green, silent farmland, but many froze to death, too. No overshoes were issued. The men were under a merciless order not to wear overcoats so that they would be distinguishable from Germans and could supposedly move faster. Cicchinelli remembered firing (“We were so pissed”) at overcoat-clad 517th Regiment GIs. Hand recalled soldiers “circling a little sapling which they gripped,” trying to stay both awake and warm. Sleep was death. After three days of little sleep or food some slept.


On January 4, 1945, one of the few fixed-bayonet attacks in the European theater occurred, carried out by Company A of the 551st. “I could very well have blocked it all out because of this day,” Miller admitted. “And you know, I’m German. It’s such a dirty shame that someone like Hitler could change people’s psyches the way he did.”


Finally we faced the 500-yard meadow sloping down from a hill then abruptly up to Rochelinval, now green, but covered on January 7, 1945, with a foot and a half of snow. Of the thousand rounds of artillery available to the 551st for its attack on Rochelinval, only four were shot off at dawn. Joerg tried to get the half-crazed unit relieved, to have the attack called off. AU he got was an order to take the town, which was ringed by dug-in Germans and their machine guns.


Incredibly, their commander killed by an artillery treeburst, down to fewer than a hundred men and a dozen officers, the 551st crested the last hill and took Rochelinval, pushing the Germans back across the Salm River.


In late January 1945 General Gavin told the 551st that it had been disbanded by the Department of the Army. Survivors filtered elsewhere. As Harry Renick put it, “I was disintegrated into the 82d Airborne.” How strange it is that these precious men could receive the French Croix de Guerre from General de Gaulle and many years later see a monument erected to their sacrifice in Belgium, but be completely ignored by their own country. For years the men talked about the Presidential Unit Citation somehow lost in the snow, but their hopes have dwindled.



7 Getting my orders down deep



One night in Liège, Fred Hilgardner of Missouri made me aware that my brother and I were not alone in our search.


“I“m retracing my father’s steps, just like you,” he said, taking a pull of his cigarette. The elder Hilgardner had lost a leg during World War I at the nearby Meuse-Argonne, and had died when his son was barely a year old. “Everybody loved him,” Fred crushed his cigarette, and in the furl of smoke I saw emerge one last time in Belgium the phoenix-genie of our father.


Whether or not flag-burning should be unlawful, sentiments such as Fred Hilgardner’s should never be taken lightly: “They’ll play the national anthem at a ballgame—players will scratch their nuts, chew gum. Men in the stands sucking their beer, not taking off their caps. The flag means more to me than a piece of cloth. It represents men’s lives.” There is no blind patriotism in the 551st—quite the contrary. Becoming “a shadow battalion,” as Dan Morgan calls it, ensured that. Medals are not what the 551st is after. “Setting the record straight” for a handful of children and grandchildren as to what their fathers did in history’s near-suicide was really the purpose of going back, as Doug Dillard intimated one night.


Suddenly Hilgardner had a vision and tapped me on the shoulder. “You get around these guys and you don’t seem so damn old. You know, there were two guys that last night in Nice who’d swing a gal around so well. They topped everybody. They danced jitterbug. Maybe your Dad was one of them.”


It became clear to me. From the first day of the trip, when Joe Thibault, whose son died of a drug overdose at thirty-nine, came over with tears in his eyes, gripping me on the shoulder, to Otto’s sequestered motorcycle, to Phil Hand’s shadowy photo, to Hilgardner’s last dancer, that the men of the 551st were looking for their messenger. He was unknown. That made him all the more sought-after.


I vowed then and there that I would find him, through them. My brother Mark caught it well in his toast at the farewell dinner in Liège: “It’s been painful to realize that none of you knew Dad personally. But I must tell you extraordinary men that in these short days I found a piece of my father in every one of you.”


It remained then to trace the pieces, to fit them in place, so that the shattered mosaic of a lost battalion could become fixed for time beyond each of their leavings.





II
HELLO, EARTH!
Training to Be Airborne


It is very lonely for a young man to be a seed in the wind.


—Norman Maclean



1 Contact



On November 29, 1942, my father’s old sandlot football team, the Cleveland Olympics, defeated its crosstown rival, the Scarlet Hawks, 6-0, in a warmup game at Shaw Stadium before the professional Cleveland Rams took the field. That very month the 551st began to form up at Fort Benning, Georgia, exactly three months before Aref Orfalea himself would be drafted into the U.S. Army.


To what extent the Cleveland Olympics were kept together—raised to a fever pitch of devotion—by their coach, Ross Mudler, as an inducement to stay home from the war is hard to tell. But there was little doubt in my mind as I spoke with his old teammates at a reunion in East Cleveland in 1990 that Coach Mudler himself was angry about the way the war was chipping away at his starting lineup and his reserves. It appears Mudler—a lifelong bachelor who stored Olympics’ gear and held chalkboard sessions in his mother’s basement—had memories of World War I and was outraged that a second worldwide slaughter was on.


Mudler stood up that night, older than the old men around him. Even though he was well into his eighties, with a broken hip, the old Olympics coach had a clear, sharp look in his eyes, and his hair showed more steelgray than what hair was left to his old players. It was immaculately slicked back with water from the brow, as had been common in the 1940s.


What issued forth from the little makeshift podium was a trumpet blast: “There were no playing fields then, and most equipment was too expensive for us. You should take pride in the fact that your football organization was housed in the basement of a home. Because of my age and impairment, I think of eight kids who went to war and never came back. It is unfortunate for a father to lose his sons to that ultimate obscenity called war.”


In danger of losing control of his emotions, Mudler paused, cleared his throat, then recited from memory:


Sleep, my sons.


Sleep in the silent depths of the sea Or in your bed of hallowed sod, Until you hear at dawn The low, clear reveille of God.1


Mudler pointed to the gentle giant Billy Vance (my father’s favorite in anecdote), who had come in with a cane: “That was the greatest tackle in Cleveland.” In fact, like most Olympics players, Vance was not beefy enough in high school (tackles needing 200 pounds) to earn his letter. That made no difference to Mudler: “There is something about a good tackle you can’t duplicate.”


From the times he would barrel into a rusher as a tight end or knock down a runner as a defensive back, to the days he was unemployed many years later and held my mother in the kitchen long, very long, as if giving up the clinch would be giving up the lifeline, my father’s craving for contact was a constant in his life. Was that why he went to war?


Billy Vance moved his thick glasses and cane, and turned to me: “There was a game we played on sleet and slush. I’ll take out the defense, you make the tackle, I told your Dad. And he did. Oh, I remember your grandmother calling him, Ah-Riff! Ah-Riff!’ She once tried to put a blanket over his shoulders on the bench.”


The one-woman cheering section, was Nazera Orfalea. The Orfalea household in Cleveland was like a collection of magnets with too similar a charge. Some, like my father and his oldest sister, Jeannette, were repelled outward. Though the Orfaleas were hardly of a military pedigree (many early Syrians, like Aref Senior, came to the United States at the turn of the century to avoid fighting in the Turkish Army), by the time of the Cleveland Olympics’ victory in Shaw Stadium my father’s brother, George, had already gone to war and was being promoted at his Army outpost in Burma. George, in fact, stayed in the Army after the war, commanded the military guard at Los Alamos during the first hydrogen bomb tests, and rose to the rank of major before retiring early partly due to misgivings over the escalating Vietnam War. So by the winter of 1942 Aref Junior—restless by nature, contact-driven, a speed skater—was feeling left behind.


It is hard to understand today the excitement the sandlot football teams engendered in Midwestern cities in the 1930s and early 1940s.2 The sandlot teams pretty much disappeared before the war was over, their ranks exhausted by the GI drain. Ross Mudler’s Cleveland Olympics were the last of a proud, even loving tradition of that slop-in-the-mud sport. And for a time, for a boy, they held the war at bay.


I can see it now: my father running down the long column of steps from Mannering Road, his breath climbing the night air as he descends. At the streetcar stop on Euclid Avenue he meets Bud Lank, who promises him a breadbasket pass, and Billy Vance, who promises him a block as far as Lake Erie. The streetcar picks up passengers going to the game from the great old New York Central roundhouse, that iron cave which will stand half a century later mute and empty to Aref’s son.


It’s not hard to place myself among the 10,000 people at Shaw Stadium (there will be more for the game to follow with the pro Rams). I like being lost in the lights, lost in the cheers and whoops. Bud Lank has sent me the official program of that Sunday night—November 29, 1942—and it informs me that “Orf Orfalea” is playing right end next to Billy Vance at right tackle, and that he is wearing number 12. His nickname is the same as mine was all those school years. A kind of dog bark. The number is unlucky: boxcars. In college dorm football I, too, played end. We were both good with our hands.


While I am reading the program ads, Dad is placing his helmet—not unlike the first one he will use in jumping from an airplane—in front of him as he does situps to get loose. Soon the teams are airborne on the ground, as the crowd lifts with the first kickoff and everyone for one still moment is weightless, before the drop and the catch. Now the Scarlet Hawk blood spills into the black and white. Now there are young men sprawled on the ground. Bud Lank, who spent his life leading those who work with their hands (bricklayers) in unions, later tells me, “Aref and I were so tired we tripped over each other going into the locker room at halftime.” No score yet.


At some point in the second half, with the two midget titans battling it out for citywide supremacy, Lank sends Orf long, no damn stop-and-go, because if you stop in this mud you’ll never go again, just go as best as you can toward the goalpost. Lank chugs backward, tries to get a stable footing but can’t, flips the ball to reserve fullback Bill Cerbin, who seems to be paddle-handing it away from frenzied tacklers. Finally, he grips it with everything he’s got, throwing his shoulder out from a pass he’s not used to attempting, and my father goes aloft, seeing the ball block out the moon. Just at that moment, halfback Johnny Hart smothers it just shy of Orf and slides his way to the goal line and over for the win. Not even an extra point. A bare-bones victory, 6-0.


My father falls on his chest in the young snow and the cold of it goes straight to his heart. He is happy, make no mistake: That someone who got it was his teammate. But he is empty, he is hugging not leather but a pile of young snow.


Billy Vance turned to me that night in East Cleveland, letting his cane drop to the floor. “About your sister and your father. Look. That is what the Lord was thinking of in the Garden of Gethsemane.”


About the time my father caught nothing but snow in Cleveland, Major Wood Joerg at Fort Benning first ran his eyes down a list of names of some young men who were good with their hands, very athletic, and ready for the sky—the men of the 551st Parachute Infantry Battalion. And Georgia in November is warm as the Garden of Gethsemane.



2 A family steeped in war



Like his soon-to-be messenger, Wood Joerg had an older brother (Robert III) who beat him to war. But there the similarity between private and colonel ends. If my father’s entry into the Army and paratrooping during World War II seem ordained by the patiotism of the time, an anxious home seized by unemployment, and his temperament, Wood Joerg’s service in khaki at the head of a paratrooper battalion—one with almost no parallel—was set in stone long before his birth. Unlike my father’s quaint immigrant family, the Joergs came from a proud Germanic military tradition, where leadership took its risks and stood out. (The Germans were the largest ethnic group in America.) In fact, General Douglas MacArthur once called Wood’s father, Major Robert Joerg II, the finest regimental officer he had ever met.


The Joerg pedigree wasn’t completely gung ho, however. In fact, Wood’s grandfather, Robert I, had immigrated from Frankfurt, Germany, in 1884 to Columbus, Georgia, with the express purpose of avoiding service in the army of the “Iron Chancellor,” Otto von Bismarck. He became a successful cotton broker. Still, devotion to the military came from both sides of Wood’s family, and traveled far back on his mother Elizabeth Guice’s side to the nation’s beginnings. (They were descended from the royal French de Guice family.) Old Guice land deeds date from the pre-Revolutionary War period in Alabama. Juhan Guice had served on the staff of General George Washington. A great-uncle Ridenour, who fought in Stonewall Jackson’s brigade during the Civil War, was wounded several times, finally getting his hand shot off at the Battle of Petersburg. He walked with bleeding wound all the way from Appomatox, Virginia, back to Eufala, Alabama, where he died in 1904.


Thus Wood Joerg was prepared for World War II before the cradle. He was born on December 14, 1914, in Eufala, Alabama, on a reservoir of the Chatahoochie River straddling the border across from Georgetown, Georgia. Barely an infant of two, he was taken by his parents to straddle the Mexican border of Texas and New Mexico, where his father was sent to chase the patriot-bandit Pancho Villa. Fatefully, a young officer with the senior Joerg for those forays into Mexico was Matthew Ridgway, under whom Wood would serve at the Battle of the Bulge.


In World War I Major Joerg was regimental adjutant of the 167th Infantry Regiment, composed of Alabama National Guardsmen, in the famed 42d “Rainbow” Division. It was there that he caught the eye of MacArthur, the division’s chief of staff. The Alabamians had established themselves as a force to be reckoned with before going overseas. In training at Camp Mills, New York, they took “an instant dislike”3 to one of the other regiments of the division—the local 165th—and the New Yorkers returned the compliment. Just before setting off for Europe there was a riotous fight between the two regiments in which one Alabama soldier was killed. The incident never made the newspapers and was transmogrified into a harmless spat in a 1940 movie with James Cagney and Pat O’Brien, The Fighting 69th.


In 1918, at the Vosges, Major Joerg “took a deep breath, and that deep breath did me in.”4 It was gas. While he recuperated in a hospital, he tried to contact family members in Frankfurt, Germany. They would not respond. Somehow word reached him that they were afraid to respond; “consorting with the enemy” was hazardous. Wood’s father was bitter about that all his life. He uttered not an umlaut after the war.


It is uncanny how much of the World War II life of Wood Joerg tracked that of his father a world war earlier—from the tragedy in training, to volatile troops in Europe, even to trying unsuccessfully to contact German family members in the midst of war.


“Hard Robert” they called Wood’s father. From an early age Wood Joerg seems to have craved an affection and warmth his hard, authoritarian father could not soberly display. He didn’t drink a drop; his father drank gallons. He wasn’t “hard.” Born and raised straddling borders and the emotions of two headstrong parents who finally exploded apart, Wood Joerg was familiar with conflicting allegiances, for example, to his cantankerous, outrider men and to Army authority. As an Army brat schoolboy in Puerto Rico, he picked up Spanish and moved easily among the civilian population (and later used it for wicked comedy routines at West Point). He was a Southerner with a deep, slow accent in the Northern world of the Point, a man with an infectious sense of humor and of the ridiculous, someone who could charm a potential enemy or stranger, someone who had to work hard to fit, who developed a sense of story to overcome the strange or threatening.


What is certain, I think, is that the man who would be chosen to lead the 82d Airborne’s counterattack at the Battle of the Bulge had an acute sense of the underdog, of mortality, and of the Other. You see the sensitivity in the eyes in photographs. To Heidi Joerg, “They were a deer’s eyes—beautiful and large.” Amber eyes, dark brown almost black short hair, full lips, and a head that bent to make himself appear shorter than he was. He grew to be 6 feet 1 inch, and shrank himself to get to the 6-foot limit for a paratrooper.


Just as his parents filed for divorce, Wood entered West Point in the summer of 1933 to undergo plebe hazing excessive even by Point standards. Several of his classmates remark on the singular punishment he took. Being boyish and winsome was one thing, of course. Another was that his brother Robert III had flunked out the year before. As it is the way of schoolmates to go for the weak spot, the younger Joerg was pushed to the brink. Somehow he hung on, not by the force of pure gray matter, but with masque. While hustling around for the seniors as an orderly, and walking “area” punishment tours for hours, the first of three close friends died. It was Roscoe Davis, his first roommate. That sent Joerg into paroxysms of inner anguish that changed his native lightheartedness into the more manic defense known as burlesque.


By junior year Joerg had developed a soft spot for plebes and for pie. The latter he received in the face as a climactic ad lib during the Point’s variety revue, “The Hundredth Night Show.” In senior year, sitting in the second to the last seat in the room (a reflection of low grades) of the Military and Civil Law class, he would often turn to the cadet with the worst grades in the class sitting behind him in the last seat—a Chinese exchange student—and announce when the fellow missed a question, “Mr. Yen, you have lost face.” Needless to say, over several months that wore on Yen, but something of America rubbed off on him as he plotted and took his vengeance the day of the June Graduation Parade. At noon in the mess hall, with Cadet Joerg as Table Commandant, someone starting throwing food. It hit the officer in charge, who was standing right behind Joerg; he promptly sentenced Wood to three hours’ punishment tour with rifle (borrowed, ignominously, from an underclassman, as his own and those of all pending graduates had been checked with the Quartermaster). He canceled his afternoon date and some of his pride and ended his solitary area march, the laughter of his fellows ringing in his ears, at the Sallyport, where stood Mr. Yen, grinning from ear to ear, who shrieked, “Mr. Joerg, you have lost face!”


If he was not the most scholarly, or the most careful, cadet in the Class of 1937, he was probably the best loved of that West Point class, as attested by dozens of testimonials by classmates, many retired generals and colonels, at a 551st reunion in New Orleans in 1987. With the war brewing, there was a place for a rebel with a cause. “He was extremely outgoing and pleasant and developed a large group of friends in the Corps,” William H. Lewis recalled. “I remember him as an unreconstructed rebel from Georgia. He retained his rich Southern accent and did not submit to regulation and discipline.”


Rebels need anchors, and Wood Joerg’s came within a year of his graduation, during his first assignment at Fort Sam Houston in San Antonio. Over Thanksgiving in 1937, at a “tea dance” Lieutenant Joerg met Ethel Holmgreen. Over half a century later, she recalled that first meeting: “He was so tall. And I went home and said, ‘Mama, a big old boy from Georgia danced with me and he had a mouth full of white teeth.’”


Enticed himself, Joerg asked her out the next day, only to find that Ethel had returned to Baylor University. About a year later he escorted her to another tea dance, took her out the next day, and proposed marriage. It was February 6, 1939.


“When you know me better, do you think you will?”


“I think I will,” Ethel said.


And that was it. Marriage proposal made and accepted on the second date, without even mentioning the word marriage. For such an extrovert, remarkably subtle, even shy. As for Ethel, she actually had the fraternity pin of another man (who would become a San Antonio judge) and was as good as engaged to him, but “he didn’t send me so much.” Ah yes, to be sent. To be crushed to a chest, stuffed in, licked, stamped, and airmailed.


The next day Ethel had a dozen red roses. In three weeks she had a West Point ring. Within a month she had a new first name. It appears that Wood Joerg had been dating two other Ethels when he was sent by Ethel Holmgreen. One day as they were out walking Ethel the Third, who had muscular legs from tennis, blurted, “I look like a Swiss Alps mountain climber in a bathing suit.”


“Well, good, I’ll call you Heidi of the Swiss Alps.”


Ethel Holmgreen liked her new name, actually. The proliferation of Ethels in the 1930s and 1940s was not a boon for female nomenclature, and it is no surprise that there are almost no Ethels left on the planet. Wood Joerg was on to something. I am not sure the problem can be blamed on the fact that antiknock gas in the 1950s was called “ethyl.”


The rush of the oncoming war could make two dates matter more. You could feel it after Hitler annexed Austria and then the Sudetenland, a mounting pressure on everyone around you to mate. But there were hurdles yet. Heidi’s father, who owned the war materiel-producing Alamo Iron Works, thought Wood hadn’t a serious bone in his body, was “fluff,” as Heidi recalled. Wood’s mother, a tough cookie who lived to be ninetysix, was living with him at the time in San Antonio. He was totally absorbed in his job, especially in coaching the 9th Infantry’s boxing team to an Army boxing championship in the spring of 1939.


Nevertheless, one month after Hitler invaded Poland, on September 30, 1939, Wood Joerg and Ethel Holmgreen were married at the Fort Sam Houston chapel and drove straightoff to the Gulf of Texas for their honeymoon. Before Wood bought a newspaper or checked into a motel, he made a beeline for Western Union in Galveston and wired back to Parker Calvert, a Point classmate who had given the couple an encyclopedia of sex as a wedding present: “Do not understand page 299. What do I do next?”


One of the first things Wood Joerg did after his honeymoon was take out a life insurance policy. The reason was not the looming war, really, but the second loss of a childhood friend the year before.In the summer of 1938 back in San Antonio, cousin George Joerg, fifteen, had visited Wood from Georgia and while swimming in a pool on the base, adrenalin from glands in his neck popped open, shot to his brain and killed him. He was found floating face down. Shocked, Lieutenant Joerg, twenty-two, took the body home to Georgia and a year later took out the life insurance policy, naming his new wife as beneficiary. Two deaths of boyhood friends before he’d even gone overseas. Maybe there would be no overseas.


The third youthful death affecting Wood Joerg came two years into the couple’s next assignment, at Fort Ord, California. There in picturesque Carmel-by-the-Sea they were visited by Wood’s close friend and classmate Colin Kelly, by then a pilot with the Army Air Corps. Heidi was pregnant with their first child.


Looking to his own young son, Kelly announced, “If it’s a boy, Corky will room with him; if it’s a girl, he’ll date her.”


On December 7, 1941, while Heidi Joerg nursed her ten-month-old girl Charlotte, the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor, losing sixty-five men but killing 2,330 Americans, many in their sleep, half of them on the battleship Arizona. Churchill’s first comment at a secret briefing by Roosevelt was, “What a holocaust!” Most history books say that 188 American planes were destroyed on the ground. But one that flew two days later into legend was the B-17 bomber of Colin Kelly, one of the first American pilots killed in the air in World War II. Kelly’s exploits, for which he received a posthumous Distinguished Service Cross, were spun into a popular song during the war, though Paul Fussell deflates the myth somewhat. As the song goes, Kelly dropped a bomb right down the smokestack of the Japanese battleship Haruna, doing a kamikaze dive into its deck. What actually happened was that on December 9 Kelly bombed a “barely armed” Japanese troop transport in the Philippines and was set spinning to the sea in flame by a Japanese fighter. His crew bailed out, though Fussell wryly notes that Kelly may have tried to jump first but got his parachute caught on the escape door, and he was pinned to the falling plane.5


Be that as it may, Kelly’s death expanded the dark cloud over Wood Joerg’s prewar life. Three friends of youth gone. The idyllic Monterey Peninsula was no place to be now. It was time to go to war.


Like many ambitious officers, Joerg had wanted to be a pilot, but scar tissue on an eardrum kept him from passing the physical. Ironically, the same day he received orders to Benning, he received other orders to enter the Army Air Corps, the rush to war apparently overlooking that ear. But for him piloting had lost its luster; being airborne was newer. In 1940 Joerg had listened with wonder at Fort Ord to reports of American soldiers jumping out of planes for the first time back home at Benning. Through 1941 he made note of the quickly escalating program to match the Germans body-for-body in the air; by the time of the attack on Pearl Harbor, four parachute battalions had already been formed. The first—the 501st—had already been sent to Panama.


When Joerg arrived at Fort Benning and first saw the 250-foot jump towers, adrenalin laced his stomach. He had had a lot of emptiness to jump through. And there it was.



3 Geronimo!



Steadily during 1941 and 1942 the magnet of Fort Benning began to pull men from around the United States, where they would meet another magnet that would pull them to their deaths in ten seconds if their chutes didn’t open or, if they did, ask them to stand up fifty seconds after jumping from the plane and face someone or something that wanted to kill them. That had never happened before to Americans. The sense of purpose, excitement, and fear was palpable from the jump towers to the latrines.


The parachute predated the plane in history. The whole world of parachuting traces back to the era of hot-air balloons and the first attempts of man to fly. If the parachute, not to mention parachuting in combat, was still in the experimental stage for the Allies as the 551st formed up in 1942, it was an experiment that stretched back five hundred years to Leonardo da Vinci. (For that matter, the experiment continued to stretch ahead after the war to the hang gliders and mini-jet-propelled astronauts of today.)


The man who painted the most enigmatic smile in history on the Mona Lisa wrote in the Codex Atlanticus that a “tent of linen” with “stopped up” apertures 12 braccia across by 12 feet in depth would enable a man “to throw himself down from any great height without sustaining injury.”6 Thankfully there is no record of Leonardo’s having attempted to prove his theory himself, else the world may have been short one quite enigmatic smile. But the theory, and the drawing of it, are remarkably close to what actually became the first parachute.


It was not until 1785, however, that someone actually got around to taking Leonardo up on his idea, and that someone was a dog. On a clear day several hundred feet above Paris, the balloonist Jean Pierre Blanchard threw his pet pooch out of the basket attached by harness to a crude cloth canopy. Amazingly, it made a perfect four-foot landing, but the dog then beat it out of sight, probably to join the Revolution.


The first recorded man to go from air to ground in a chute was an Englishman named Robert Cocking. Cocking thought an inverted parachute might solve some problems he had observed in experiments with “turbulence” in the canopy. His chute was made of tin tubing, light wood, and Irish linen, and it resembled a giant upside-down umbrella. On July 24, 1837, the Englishman sailed downward to his death, the victim of wind and Irish linen. There may have been some legislators in the horrified crowd: For quite a while afterward parachuting was banned in England. (What affect this all had on the Irish troubles is not recorded.) No one seems to have questioned the weird notion of an upside-down umbrella.


The historic moment of success came in 1887, in America. Before a sellout crowd in Golden Gate Park in San Francisco, two American brothers—Samuel and Thomas Baldwin—took their skills as high-wire walkers into a large balloon basket, the Eclipse, with a special invention of theirs, a container housing an all-cloth parachute tied by rope to Tom Baldwin’s body harness. Five thousand feet up, Tom, twenty-nine and looking like a man who was not going to reach thirty, stood on the edge of the giant wicker basket, greeted his Maker, and jumped. The weight of his body pulled the chute out of the container, and in just the time a paratrooper today counts before pulling an emergency chute—five seconds—the canopy whooped open and lowered him gently to earth. The crowd mobbed him, the ladies kissing him through the chute.


An era had begun. Soon people were jumping from balloons all over the planet, one method more death-defying than the other. A German couple engaged to be married thrilled crowds by using a risky “cutaway” method still used by some today-jumping together, each with two inflating chutes, the first cutting away and floating skyward when the second inflated.


Though the Wright Brothers made their epic flight over the sands of Kitty Hawk in 1903, for a while it seems not to have occurred to anyone that a parachute could pluck a pilot from a crashing dive. Two years shy of World War I, however, on February 28, 1912, a civilian named Albert Berry made the first successful parachute jump from an airplane, significantly at an Army post, Jefferson Barracks, Missouri. Berry missed the field and landed behind the mess hall, where the astonished soldiers—most of whom had never seen an airplane, much less a parachute—carried him to dinner.


The link between the parachute and the American military grew quickly, though not quickly enough for it to be used in combat in the Great War. Shortly before the outbreak of World War I, a carnival balloon designer named Charles Broadwick tested two inventions that would last in one form or another of parachuting—a static line and a backpacked parachute, called then a “parachute coat.” In April 1914 Broadwick’s adopted daughter, Tiny, twenty-two, demonstrated both jumping from a Curtis biplane and landing with precision and elegance at the U.S. Army Flying School in San Diego, to the amazement of the head of the Army Signal Corps, General Scriven.


The new parachute was put into immediate service by sausage-shaped balloon crews, which had been used in combat since the American Civil War as aerial observation posts and were now vulnerable to airplane gunfire. Many a Messerschmidt over Flanders exploded spy balloons, causing a rain of parachutists to fall with binoculars still in hand. The record for most parachute jumps by an American during World War I was made by Lieutenant Phelps of New York City, who bailed out of inflamed balloons five times. Possibly because of the cramped cockpit (or their early sense of invulnerability), pilots did not avail themselves of the last resort of a parachute until late in the war. Germany was the only country to issue its pilots parachutes, and then only in May 1918, when the war was almost over.


Through the interwar years, experiments continued. The 1922 requirement that all military aviators wear parachutes issued directly from the first successful jump with a “free fall” type of parachute—not one attached, as static line chutes were, by strap to steel cable in the airplane, but solely to the jumper’s body. Without that key demonstration, the development of the concept of a reserve emergency chute would have been impossible. It must be credited to the design and the April 28, 1919, epic leap at McCook Field in Ohio of Leslie “Sky High” Irvin.


In the Roaring Twenties, the parachute saved the lives of the famed pilots Charles Lindbergh (three times), Amelia Earhart, and Jimmy Doolittle. But while Colonel Billy Mitchell’s old plans for fighting paratroopers were mothballed, and most of the West saw the parachute as little more than a safety device, in 1927 the Italians began experimenting with dropping infantry by chute from planes. Then the 1931 Japanese invasion of Manchuria changed everything. The Soviet Union, reminded of its costly Russo-Japanese War in 1906, began to worry about a possible invasion, and by the fall of 1931 a test parachute unit was formed out of the 11th Rifle Division of the Russian Army, the first of its kind in history.


By 1936 Soviet paratroop regiments had conducted mass jumping exercises around Moscow and Kiev and in Belorussia. Though they had trained for defense, the first use of paratroop soldiers in foreign combat was on November 30, 1939, when a small detachment of Russian men were airdropped as part of a general attack on Finland. The drop—far north in Finland at Petsamo—was inconsequential. The attack bogged down, but intelligence wires were hot with the news that paratroopers had actually been used in war.


The purpose of air-landed troops was, in a word, chaos. The longstanding Magna Carta of paratroop tactics, the Soviet Field Service Regulations (1936), states paratroopers’ chief purpose as “disorganizing the enemy’s command and control.” The element of confusion, the extra thresholds for surprise attack, the chance to outfox far greater or better-armed units—this was the air soldier’s mission from the start.


Military parachute schools opened in Avignon, France (1935) and for the fascist army of Mussolini in Tripoli, Libya, and in Tarquinia (1938). But the first user of sizable airborne combat forces was actually Germany, when in 1933—the year Wood Joerg entered West Point—Hitler’s new government dropped paratroopers not on foreigners but on his own people. For two weeks in February, a Berlin police parachute unit founded by Hermann Goering was airdropped over sections of the city where German Communists were in hiding. Thus did paratrooping in battle make its debut in an exhibition of terrorism, Germans landing on German roofs, in German gardens, pulling out fellow Germans to be summarily executed against an alley wall or right there in their living rooms.


Soon those airstorming police were forged into Goering’s Luftwaffe, and the size and strength of Nazi airborne (fallschirmjaeger) troops burgeoned. By 1938 under Major General Kurt Student, a Worid War I pilot hero, German divisions of paratroopers were created. The occupation of the Rhineland in violation of the Versailles Treaty, the Anschluss with Austria, the taking of the Sudetenland of Czechoslovakia, and even the 1939 invasion of Poland were already accomplished before the Nazis unleashed Student’s intensely loyal, skilled paratroopers. They were saved for the blitzkrieg of Belgium, Holland, and France.


On May 11, 1940, while Lieutenant Wood Joerg embraced his pregnant wife Heidi at Fort Sam Houston, a German parachute engineer unit landed by glider atop what was supposed to be the strongest military preserve in the world—a nine-fort complex known as Fort Eben-Emael just north of Liège, Belgium. Stunned by the demolition charges the German paratroopers exploded everywhere, the impregnable fort fell in hours. Simultaneously, Student’s troopers in thirty gliders crashed across the Meuse River but managed to take three key bridges, while five hundred other German paratroopers fell upon Holland’s bridges and airports, seizing them all. Those spearhead attacks opened the way for a panzer juggernaut such as the world had never seen. For the German Army, it was an exhilarating, glory-bound offensive that left them convinced they would be the masters of Europe as their leader had prophesied. After six weeks of the 1940 blitz, Hitler walked down the Champs Elysées and turned to regard a Paris dark and silent. He had won, for now, but the Parisians had turned the lights off.


After the rout of Poland had begun, in January 1940 General George Marshall gave orders to a World War I veteran commander, Major William Lee, to begin training paratroopers, But it wasn’t until May, after Germany’s extraordinary capture of Eben-Emael with airdropped soldiers, that a U.S. “Parachute Test Platoon” was given the green light. Lee would become known as “the father” of American paratroopers.


The pedigree of my own father’s battalion traces directly to that original test platoon. On August 16, 1940, over Fort Benning, Georgia, forty-eight quivering bodies in airtight “Knute Rockne” football helmets followed the first scream “Geronimo!” out the door of a plane; their yells were quickly swallowed by a 110-mile-per-hour wind off the plane. Among the first American soldiers to do such a crazy thing was PFC Willie F. “Spotlight” Brown, who four years later jumped as part of the 551st over southern France.7 So nicknamed because he was nearly bald at a young age, Brown would later perform in Panama with the GOYAs what one career officer said was the worst act of insubordination he saw in the military.


The original two hundred volunteers from the 29th Infantry Regiment at Fort Benning for the Test Platoon included Lieutenant William Yarborough, who later commanded the famed 509th Parachute Infantry Battalion, the first American paratroopers to be used in combat (over North Africa in Operation Torch). In France, the 509th fought near its brother separate unit, the 551st. A final Test Platoon selection, PFC Jules Corbin, was the brother of Sergeant Ernest Corbin, who served in the soon-to-emerge 551st.
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